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PLAYING IT SAFE 


INTRODUCTION 


B face it—he isn’t the handsomest dude in town, nor does he have 
the most ingratiating personality. He’s certainly not the type of comic 
book star to drive females wild in his form-fitting spandex costume, 
and he'll never make a buck endorsing a hair tonic, lecturing at a 
charm school, or modeling for Calvin Klein. 

If we agree on the above, then why is the incredible Hulk one of 
the world’s most popular super heroes? (Unfortunately, though I'd 
love to hear your opinion, due to the somewhat one-sided relationship 
between reader and intro writer, I’m afraid you’ll have to settle for 
just reading mine!) 

I suspect one of the reasons for our green-skinned rampager’s pop- 
ularity stems from the fact that he’s not your average do-gooder. It’s 
safe to say there isn’t another one like him; and, as you know, finding 
a unique hero among the multitudinous morass of today’s cookie- 
cutter characters isn’t easy to do. Sure, there are lots of broad- 
shouldered, trim-waisted, clean-cut heroes with finely chiseled 
features who wear colorful costumes that never get torn and have 
hairdos that never get mussed. Somehow the Hulk doesn’t quite fit in 
that category. 

Another element contributing to ol’ Greenskin’s popularity might 
be the fact that he’s undergone so many changes over the years. Be- 
fore we readers have a chance to get bored with him, a different writer 
and/or artist comes along with a different perspective, a Afferent tee 
terpretation and every so often, a different skin color. 

Even on his popular live-action television s 
a’plenty from the original comic version. 
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: he literary Pleasures that 
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he | head Tven though no mere words of mj 
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jiieth he plethant ‘ pascal 


nate prose that follows, ry 


un, excitement, and startling *UrPrises 
wohed up tor 4 


Sidekick is toh fy 


mm the point of view of Rick Jones, 


dared ally himself with the world's Most dangerous 
us a totally different take on the life of the 


tale you're not likely to soon forget 
In the Line of Banner 


tormented father 


Mrabhan gives 


Danny Fingeroth allows us to 
of Bruce Banner, the man whose unce 


J insane arrogance might have been responsible for the m 
eventually emerged 


Transformations’’ is Will Murr 
battle with Magneto, the 


ar 


#y's version of the Hulk's 
most powerful mutant of all. And 
you see what happens to the morphing flesh of poor Bruce 


and our gargantuan hero, as well 
In “Assault on Avengers 
Bruce Banner just when onl 
heroes. Authors Richard C 
selves proud on this one. 


Pierce Askegren's “Pitfall” poses one of Bruce 
Problems. How ; 


Mansion,”’ our hero turns into pe 
y the Hulk can save the Earth's n 
White and Steven A. Re 


INTRODUCTION 


‘‘Hiding’’ by Nancy Holder and Christopher Golden tackles a most 
unusual theme. When the Hulk’s awesome power destroys an entire 
neighborhood, that senses-shattering deed gives a grieving female a 
second chance at life. 

‘‘Here There Be Dragons.’’ How do you destroy the ‘‘Hellbeast’’ 
without killing the man within? Author Sholly Fisch better find the 
answer before the Hulk meets an unthinkable fate in a strange and 
savage sub-atomic world. 

‘“A Quiet, Normal Life.’’ Can this be the Bruce Banner we know? 
A happy suburbanite with a devoted wife and two lovely children? 
Thomas Deja doesn’t let our hero’s idyll last too long—not when the 
evil Nebulon attacks. 

‘‘A Green Snake in Paradise.’’ Steve Lyons offers an epic tale 
involving the mysterious interdimensional Crossroads. And, as if 
that’s not enough, the Hulk must actually battle himself. 

‘‘The Beast with Nine Bands.’’ Not only is this title a doozy, but 
James A. Wolf gives you the gray Hulk joining a Texas sheriff in 


tracking down a gigantic monster that makes the Hulk himself loo} *, 
like a pussycat. ee 

“Leveling Las Vegas.’’ Imagine the gray-skinned Hulk acting i k 
protector for a Las Vegas mobster. Now imagine Stan Timmons toss- a 


ing in the unstoppable Rhino for good measure. ’Nuff said. 

In ‘‘The Samson Journals,’’ Ken Grobe lets us witness a fantastic 
session in which the mysterious Dr. Samson seeks to integrate Bruce 
Banner’s multiple personalities. Best of all, you needn t b | 
chologist to enjoy it. 2 

‘Playing It SAFE.’’ When Bruce Banner and ies | ¥ ife e attempt to 
Keith RA, DeCan Jido attacks — 


lead a normal life in New York, author K 
them with the Leader’s deadly U-Foes 
ium when SAFE ng 8 in, 
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I hope those little literary tidbits have whet your Hulkish appet , 
[ envy you the thrills that lie ahead. Don’t waste another minute—/p 
be with you in spirit, reading over your shoulder. rr 


Excelsior! 
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Peter Dati 


Hlustration by David Brewer and Andrew Pepoy 


pn change. 

People stay the same. 

These are statements that appear, on the surface, to be mutually 
contradictory, but really they're complementary. Take the Hulk as a 
case in point. 

Arguably the Hulk has gone through more changes and morphs of 
both character and personality than any other Marvel hero, Perhaps 
more than any comic book hero, period. The stories that you are about 
to read present an admirable overview of the many incarnations, per- 
sonas. and mindsets that the jade giant has undergone throughout his 
long and occasionally checkered publishing history. We' ve seen a daz- 
zling variety of aspects and circumstances which have shaped his per- 
sonality: From his abusive father (thereby dooming Bruce Banner to 
a life of hardship even before he was born) to his time as an Avengers 
team member . . . through his days of savagery and eventual cogency, or 
to his possible final days as a symbol of man’s folly in the opening a 
of a scientific Pandora’s box which would have been better left closed. 
We've seen the Hulk articulate, crafty, naive, innocent, scheming, con- 
fident, and afraid. He’s fit into a variety of venues, be it the 
“Assault on Avengers Mansion,”’ the tel 
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whether those demons are called Bruce Banner. the 


y demons, 


t 
*: ie us mast bas been my job for the last decade 
Apo 


» It's been my honor every month to peer the Hulk with New 
' . and to explore the depths of his very pg che 
dealanase to overcome, i ender lar, y 
lt has been one hell of a ride. You mig wi complicated 
one person can be, anyway. How much sith material can be deriveg 
from the psychological odyssey of one man? The answer to that, ob. 
viously, is quite a lot when the man is Bruce Banner. 

t admit, I've been in control to some extent along the way. Whey 
| first embarked on the assignment, it was always my intention to 
wind up combining the different personas of the Hulk into a “new 
and improved’’ version. It took me four years, and there were certainly 
some permutations along the way, but basically I accomplished that, 
However, it was a long strange trip to that goal, and since then the 
exploration of what’s going on in that green skull of his has become 
increasingly complex and challenging. 

People wonder how I keep ‘‘coming up’’ with new situations for 
the Hulk and his assorted incarnations. Oftentimes I feel that it’s not 
even up to me, and that’s the aspect of my job where I’m not in 
control. The Hulk’s reactions to what has gone before serve to dictate 


was beens to happen next. It’s hardly a perfect formula, but it’s 


8 served me well for the one hundred-plus issues of my 

with the character, 

> thing is that he’s become far more than a character to me. 
: me to share a very real situation, we two. No mallet 

a | H ispateoes wo to dala, in ‘ai crepes! S head every day. a 


KTMODNCTION 


che chronicle of what it’s like to try and s suce cee ene 
the right thing’ in spite of those "gifts only is the Hut’. ee 
.jtuation a curse rather than a blessing, but he ¢ must es : aa oss 7 | 

with his darker and more foreboding imn: 3 ‘ ii 

-elfishness, with anger and i 


jouble-edged sword. Those who wield it must peice ‘ ai 
base impulse to use it in improper ways, anging from utiliz;: ng military 
force to subdue a population to using the power ie one’s office anc 
one’s personal charisma for the purpose of obtainir g favors. 
More than any other character, the Hulk’s Struggles are real. Not a 
lot of us have dealt with trying to outthink and outmaneuver a schem: 
ing villain endeavoring to conquer the world, but every single ar 
us has had to overcome darker and selfish impulses for the pu Irpose 

of trying to “‘do the right thing,’’ whatever that may be in the given 
moment. That, above all else, has made the Hulk and Bruce Soe! . 
someone with whom we ~ Rees: Senta who holds up k 


own noregull CTISES that mn = . - 
That's what gave the television incarnation ucn resonance witt ee . 
viewers (how many of us haven't wanted to rs over ra car W nen sirug- 


gling with a flat tire, or destroy a pay phone when dealing wit 
dead operator?). That’s why the Hulk manage | to overcom 
sentence of early comic book cancellatio eturn, angrie 
determined than ever, first in the pages of The Av ngers an 
Four and then in his own series again. More so than any 
(with the possible exception of everyman Peter | 
Spider-Man), when we look at the Hi | 

struggles become ours, his frustrati 
ea a to try and -mulate 
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washes that I could | rust TOSS ashe the book fabye-, 
adding my self of that ext passenger in my Buti 
of kinstup. even fo’ alty to him now. As much as he s 
in there, | know he'd be hurt if | walked away from him if 
him. So many others have already done so, after all. f 
ahandoned and betrayed by those he considered fnends, all es 
ORES. used, abused and rossed aside. I can lei “a hat. 
coulda’t?) And I don’t want to be another one of those w at 
him, not when | still think I can help him or serve a | Pa 
continuing to be his chronicler. | owe him that — 
his story has gotten me a good deal of notoriety and a — 
want to be just another UscT, and I don’t want to pa ‘im. td : 
seem nght oF fair somehow. The Hulk and I, we're in this a 
gether, in for the long haul. & 
Sooner or later it will be good-bye, I suppose. Whether tv 
by mutual agreement, of circumstances beyond my a ra 
say. I don’t look forward to that time, though, I can tell ya F Sec 
as scary as it is having him residing in my head, and intum 
it is tapping into that darker side of me every month for Sel Dur 
of seeing what he's up to, the Hulk has provided a strange on 1 
to my life. Most ev erything that's gone on with me over 
decade has found its way into the book, filtered mee he & ot] 
doings and unique perceptions of its lead character. The Hul om ve 
and my own have merged and blurred so as to be alm tin 
guishable sometimes. I try to provide the conscience for h 
and he is the cynical commentator on my own. It is a cum Me 
uneasy alliance, one that I never expected to form. * 
He has remained a constant in my life. He is somett e : 
You'd think I'd be used to it by now. 
ieee aa mi nn ep 
comic book, concleding an | 
On the tle. This anthology serves as a coda to a run that has included ove 
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more important than what anyone else 
dav. 1 mean. Rages can either be in the 


what's : cing to happen, ‘wee if thensi 3 
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I've 
tell _— about s 


720 « 


A A bile back lost a ais friend id Mar-Vell 
won t bother you here with the details of how it I napp ened, . 
say that his death tore a hole in my heart. When year 
super-powered beings as long as I have, you of 
capable of beating down world-destroyers like 
be as frail—as human—as you or me. But af leas 
hero, with people honoring his name. 
[ have another friend, just as he 
look upon as a hero. This book is for | 
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Here in the introduction, though, | can say anything | wim 
) had originally planned to leave out; | thong . 
BAL 


. h os = - ay ad I 

cluding something ine : 

= yg sanie to see that side of hir : 
maybe Bruce wouldn't want people tc of him, But now 


that | think about it. it’s just the kind of thing that everybody shoulg_ 
no, needs to know. 

. | sit everyone to know that I didn’t work on this book 
out of guilt. Most people probably know the story by now—about 
how I was the stupid jerk who, on a dare, sneaked onto a nucleay 
bomb test site. 

Good thing we didn’t have really tall buildings or bridges in the 
Southwest to jump off of, huh? 

Maybe I was being stupid; more likely I just didn’t care too much 
about what happened to me. I'd been in an orphanage most of my 
life, and I found the best way to get in good with a new group of kids 
was to be the most daring among them. | figured the worst that could 

happen to me by sneaking onto a military base was a trip to juvenile 
hall. It would probably have better food than the flophouse I was 
staying in. 

| didn’t take into consideration what would happen if the scientists 
running the site didn’t stop the countdown of the gamma bomb they 
testing. At sixteen, you just don’t figure on those kind of things 
ne aes immortal, you can get into any kind of trouble 
ae 151 walk away. Of course for most kids, that usually means shop- 
lifting candy from the corer store or sneaking out of your parents’ 

Sone wilieel eae 1eaking out of your parents: 


seSsic hot squeezing your way into the middle of 


SINE 


counted down the seconds to detonation. Later, I'd fia out that Brac 
had told his assistant to stop the ee teita ta” uy that's another saory. 
Then, events seemed to pass slowly, ke ta 0 dei 
Okay. more lke in a nightmare. : 
I remember Bruce throwing me over the bp of the trench; 1 ded 
on my back. The impact knocked the wind out of me. ie Aa ee 
Then there was nome—a blast of sound like the archangel Gabni : 
blowing his horn to knock down the walls of Jeriche (Boy, the stuff 
they drummed into my head back at the orphanage.) The sun, the ae 
sky—all of 1 tumed the brightest shade of erees age: 
And in the middle of it all was poor Bruce. The radiation and ine. 
concussive force at his back must have grabbed him like a giant fist, 
and he was just taking it in, soaking it up, like a surfer canehe in a 
high wave, waiting for the crest to pass and drop him. I was thi 
“This guy 1s gonna die, and it's my fault!’ After all, even’ 
the gamma bomb was designed to just destroy inanimate objects (as 
I found out later), getting caught near ground zero of a nuclear ex- 
MT eee ae 


So he had several s ; to wonder if the force of 1 ne 
pong 10 sear off his lesb, cause bi : 
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ow a human being could es 
ive when his torment finally 
med down, | sat for an h ou 
im about the whole thit a 
How do you apologize: for | pu 


for hours. | didn’t kn 
that long and still be all 

When Bruce finally ca 
out how to apologize to hi 


trouble finding the words. ( 
in the middle of a nuclear bomb blast, anyway?) 


Bruce just turned to me and said, ‘Rick, let me ask _ sf 

A hundred military guards didn’t stop you from sne kin iB ont 
site. My assistant didn’t stop the countdown-——only © God k 
And I’m a certified genius who didn’t think to jump into ft 
at the same time I pushed you in. To be entirely honest, 80 
you feel horrible, but do you really think we can place a 1 the 
ey 


for this on you?” 

And then he smiled. os, 
Can you believe it? I put the guy through hell and he says, “4 

not your fault.’” And he was being sincere about it. Be 
I knew right then there was something amazing about | his guy. 
been in orphanages where most adults would give you a & smac 
looking at them cross-eyed. This guy takes a gamma bomb | 
save my hide and doesn’t hold me responsible. iy 
I figured this guy must be living some charmed life, s¢ m 
lucky guy who everything went right for. Or ma be it ae x 
outlook on life. Whatever it was, it was a lot sae fe r Py nih 
from someone else in my life. Real peau re thas 7 aa 
Sn aie AO after I ae nis hi i. That it 
s life. Me right © 


, :? pete, 


SIDENICK 


die! It isn’t possible to take so mich eamu, a0. 
ania happen!” Bhan. radiation, and hot have 

Then sunset came, and the Geiger counter Started clickino 1; | 
nee of an oe pete 
storm cloud. You know the type of cloud [’m talking dhicsat: 
that comes ae nowhere seas an August day and simmers for a little 
while until it san loose with a sudden, blinding, furious torrent. Not 
the kind of thing you want to get caught by in the open. 

Then he sie having these seizures. I swear every time he took 
a deep breath, his body expanded like a balloon. It Kept on expanding 
until he’d ripped right through his clothes. 

He wasn’t the same man when the change ended. Anger was carved 
on his face, jutting and heavy in his eyebrows and cheeks, hiding all 
the compassion I’d seen earlier. Suddenly, he’d become taller, with 
tough gray skin, and muscles. Plenty of muscles. 

The Hulk was born. 

But, even with the change, there was something familiar about the 
way he looked. Something in his eyes... 

‘“‘Get out of my way, insect!’’ the Hulk roared at me. I guess I 
didn’t move fast enough, because he swatted me to the side with the 
back of his hand. 

It was turning out to be a day for first impressions. This one, 
though, was all bad. 

I would’ve run right then, except the decontamination room was 
locked from the outside. It didn’t matter, though. Bruce soon made 
his own door. 

By tearing out a wall. With his bare hands. : te 

Before he could get very far, though, a group of soldiers saw ane 
and just started firing wildly. The only safe place was standing behind 


this big gray ... thing Bruce had become. Then one of the soldiers 
that’s what Bruce 


Bruce's face took on the appeara 


—the one 


called him a ‘‘hulk’’ and I guess it stuck, because 
later started calling himself. tia : 
Anyway, I was frozen in place, unable to go ie eS 


4 Foyehs tr 2 Al ae ‘at hus 
already tried my luck earlier playing tag with sen Wee 
: 7 : 4 j ; if ens vt 4 « 
re rp dE 3 snc? , 
* [- i , \ i Sw 3 5 ? 
-e ’ > >. .- iF : Sth» 
2 i ae ea é (toy 


in no mood to press the point by dodging howitzer snels. © 


th 
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Hulk—at this point was taking them right on the chin, ang. 
had to cover up 4 little. Then | heard him. Pe. 

“Why don’t they just leave me alone?’’ he said at first sofi, — 
almost didn’t hear him. Then it came out like a mantra, om az 
louder each time he said it, and it seemed like there was no , a ¥ : 
ound in the world, except him yelling, getting madder and more o, a 


He didn’ t stop yelling and swinging and smashing until every we 
dier was down, every jeep totaled, every piece of net erties . 
hed an ysieene It was like Bruce had iphen the § power tof the 


at i staring al apes aa trying to mpi ee bees ra self 
so familiar even with his face distorted like that. hed : 
i then it hit me. 


A little bit of backstory here. I don’t know my parents and Gont 
have a clue as to who they were. I can only remember being in or- 


4 > ae 
$ * : aa i sie ae 
ao) ) ; me & 
| takers or maybe Wd be ee 
aa ie aii hi a ri eee es 
> " a e 3 ¥ aR 4 9 en 
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pelittled, Hut T piess if waan't Hruce's NATE 16 show the ae ee 
ated by that abuse, ao he repressed itheld it in eas rs | 
beast was living inside him, Wilting to be unleashed hig 
And the gamma bomb had sa just that 
| pueas there's a lot ot (ruth to ¢ hat | 
around “the quiet ofes,’ ' Alyout how they “i 


lype who climb up on eloek lowers and shoot at innoc ee S 
with high-powered rifles, | 


Only in Bruce's case, his rifle was 4 One-tOn, gray-akir 
Of destruction, 


Anyway, back to the army base, , . 


The Hulk turned away and wag leaving the base, 
lo him. | still remember what | gaid: 
“You need me now!” 


It was what I used to do with the other kids in the Or} 
tell them we needed each other, otherwise they would by 
ing, angry replicas of whatever was hurting 
and take it out on the other kids. 
The Bruce Banner I'd met a few hour: carl 
come that, He'd forgiven me for changing his 
me he was a decent guy, Probabl nly 
in my life. 1 owed him aid th: 
didn’t care if he took a. 


gave me the one thing most people have and don’t even consider 


He gave me a family. 

Now, there was somebody to care about, and 

thing I'd never had before. 
Don't ever envy the guys who get to fly or bend steel, because Pve 

met a lot of them, and most of them would trade 


efore there was an incredible Hulk, before there was even a Bruce 
Banner, there was another man who wrestled with a beast that lived 
inside him. A man haunted by memories of his own tortured childhood. 
A man who would come to hate his offspring as his own father had 
hated him. 

His name was Brian. 

Father to Bruce Banner. 

Father to the monster... . 


‘« and if it’s a boy, we'll call him Bruce.”’ 

“Of course, Rebecca. Of course.” 

Why did she have to bring up that topic again? wondered Brian 
Banner, focusing his gaze on his glass of beaujolais nouveau. They 
had barely been married a year, and all she seemed to talk about was 
when they would have a child. They'd hardly even had a chance to 
get to know each other. There was so much he didn’t know about her 
and so much he kept secret from her. 
Such as how his own father had so often punished him. Tried 
make him feel as if he didn’t exist. Brian swore to himself | 


do to a child what had been 


Os sees § i Ean 
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s to concem him. The youngest 
Ph.D. ever to graduate from his he had a scientific career 
ahead of him that knew no limits. Suave and earnestly sophisticated, 
his biggest problem was deciding which job offer to accept. NASA, 
IBM : vere so many organizations. If they had 
initials, bey 1 Brian Bannet. All he had to do was choose. 
Yes, let him a r, then the children and family and all 


the rest would fall into , place. 
Brian refilled their vit glasses. - “A toast, my dear. To our future.”’ 
“To the three of us, > Rebecca said, and smiled. 


Brian’s lips formed a thin, hard line. Silently, he drained his glass. 


an had narrowed the job offers to three, but 


A week passed. Bri 
never got the chance to make the final decision. Fate took that choice 


away from him. 
Fate in the person of M. Hardy Burlingame. 


ven the usually unflappable Brian was shocked by Burlingame’'s 
unannounced appearance at his laboratory door. Known for ee pen- 
chant for the unexpected, Burlingame was the world’s foxennes t Pe: | 
thority on radiation. No university could claim it had an stalled in 
the sciences if it hadn’t given an honorary doctorate to Burlin un . 
He was one of the few men alive Brian looked up to, ana - 
was, on a crystal clear winter day, on Brian’s doorste re 
anner, I presume?’’ the white-haired, vn oud 


es ingame? 1—what—that is ...’” Brian stamr 
, 1 - Ep ye pete at a conference in G 


a: 


“ seekers 
‘T know you'r re a a busy n man, Dr. Ban 


IN THE LIME OF BANNER 


Burlingame smiled. ‘‘I have nit. whe 

with Map I was PWNS 60: a 

ee / SOmeone actually man- 
aged to get legislation passed that would fund this sort of thing is 
beyond my understanding. But before they come to their senses I 
want to get this project going. With your knowledge added to that of 
the other team members I’ve assembled, I know we'll be able to 
achieve our goal.’’ 

Brian stood there, mouth agape. He tried to collect his thoughts, to 
come up with a way to agree to Burlingame’s offer—there could 
certainly be no doubt that he would—that would read best in his 
memoirs. 

‘‘T must caution you on one point, Dr. Banner—”’ Burlingame con- 
tinued. 

“Please, call me Brian,’’ the young man said, happy to have at last 
been able to form a complete sentence in the great man’s presence. 

Burlingame nodded. ‘Brian, then. As you, of course, know, there 
are dangers involved when working with nuclear energy—the very 
dangers we are working to counteract. Above and beyond the chance 
we may blow ourselves up—’’ and here Burlingame chuckled like < 
walrus “‘—there are the known and unknown side effects linked t 
the radiation. We suspect possible birth defects, mutant variations 
who knows what else. Of course, we’ll take all possible precautio: 


lingame’s v 
a ee 
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Re Soh 
e PERUSE Fawn? totes eh ‘ 
we v 4 } Sam 
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tte 


cial occasion, Doctor- I'm accep 
heck with your wife?” 


“A very Spe 


Brian shook his head. “I kn 


as | am.” 

Burlingame smiled. 
aboard, Brian.” 

“Glad to be aboard, sit.” 

They clinked glasses. Burlingame took 2 § 
glass on the desk. Brian drank deeply. —- 

Burlingame handed Brian 4 business card. “Hes 
aumber. You can get the details from my attaché. ¥ 
in New Mexico two weeks from today.” i 
“Fine. I'll see you there, sir,” Brian said. Be iimgaan 


<b 


¢ celebratory toast. He smiled cont 
softly in his stomach. 
It truly was a great day. 


Rebecca didn’t see it quite that way. 
idn’t ask me how I felt about pore ed 


0 eked 


tht that blazed down on the New Mexico desert seem 
ean and pure. More than ever, Brian was sure he had 
nt decision. As they sat on the porch of their spare but 
jous home on the campus of Project: Clean Bill, Brian and Re- 
a enjoyed a late brunch on the last Sunday before Bnan was to 
¢ into his work. It was a pleasant enough day that Brian could 
t about the barbed-wire fences surrounding the base and 
niquitous Military Police guarding it. 

$rian glanced at Rebecca. From the small frown that tugged at the 
ners of her mouth, it was clear that she wasn’t pleased with the 


“Tell get better, Becca,”’ he said. *‘I promise.” 
Smiline. Rebecca eased her shoe off and edged her toe up Brian's 
pl playfully pushed her foot away. She moved it back. This time 
didn’t rebuff her. Their hands met and he pulled her to hum. 
" Maybe things will werk out after all, Brian thought. 


“No! No! No! No! No!” 
What’ d {1 do, Banner?” asked Brad McCallum, one of the mem- 
1 8 team. His hand was on the fly-wheel that opened the 
the main laboratory. 
Wi “4d you 1 do? You almost went into the lab without your pro- 
e suit, MeCallum!"’ 
lum stared at Brian as though he had three heads. ““So what? 
all read that it’s safe in there.” 
ne meters haven't worked correctly since Day One,”” Bran 
d. a never go | in a without my suit.” 
) lum said. ‘‘We're using stat 
| est that Uncle Sam can buy. sid 
t sign of a radi 
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his place tight as a drum.” He pos 
Harold Chin, Walter Jefferson, a” 
e this exchange, “You don’t see 
ervous about things either, do you?" 
resee (herr living much past forty, either, 
er I take fo chances. We're supposed to 
be the world’s foremost au ty withes on the subject, but not even we 
know for sure how prolonged exposure will affect us, That's why 
we're working on developing clean energy, re member?” 
“Okay, Banner, okay,” said MeCallum, hands held up in surrender, 
“You win.” 
Brian turned his back to 
protective suit. 
Bunch of short 
of radiation in this place 


= 


his co-workers and began putting on his 


sighted fools, he thought. Whe knows what the levels 
could do to us... OF children. . .. 


“Auntie ‘Becca! Buy me this dolly! Please!” 


Rebecca Banner sheepishly looked down at Gloria Chin, six-year 
old daughter of project scientist Harold Chin and his wife, Wanda. 


The scientists’ wives and children were on 4 Military Police- 


roned shopping trip-—a | velcomed chance to get away from the 


chape ; 
high-security base, Standing in the toy aisle of Walbert’s Department 
Store, Rebecca smiled at the ¢ hild, wondering if she was supposed to 


. &% b Ii 
say yes. : 
& my : Gl ee i ; id 4 bs ay gt; ee wees A a %, 1 | : 
nice to bother Aunt Re 


the situation, ‘‘it isn’t 


ts 
me eLeseas 
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Mm just 


lately. 
ae, of course,’ whispered Anne. puttin 
1 who had become her friend. 


Ag | Danes . +9 : ; 
‘om ie “Becca okay ?* Gloria Chin asked in a loud voice 
m fine, dear. Just fine,’’ said Rebecca. She flashed an un 

eemed to reassure : ees. 

med to reassure the child. 

a herself, Rebecca turned and moved quickly toward the 
doors of the store. She needed to get out, get away from the 
ers and children and constant reminders that—at least in her 
nd—her life was incomplete. 
She needed to talk to Brian. 


2 an arm arour 
page m around 
me we were getting 


“Not again, Rebecca!’’ Brian roared. ‘‘Not now! This isn’t the 
- time! There’s important work we’re doing, and now is not the time 
o contem plate having a child. How many times do we have to have 
this discussion?” 

Tt was arare dinner at home for Brian and Rebecca. Brian had only 
e home because some of the equipment had overheated and the 
ab had to be shut down while technicians looked it over. 

“But, Brian, all the other scientists have children and they seem to 
heir jobs at least as well as you—" 

hat did you say?’’ Brian said softly, the words coming out more 


ecca’s eyes widened, and she took a step back from her hus- 


wrong,” she said hastily. ‘‘[’m just saying, life 
‘th challenges and reasons no! to do things. 


d faith, th tend to work out, 
: ACU SCA. 1% ' mien 


oject can do that. But let .. 


- 7 ae ¢ in the way, Won t 


But there's always tomorrow night 
ed himself another glass of wine. 
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right, we've exhausted 


grimacing. 


“We're going to he off of the project for this....° Brian 
cautioned. 

*“Oh, don’t be so uptight, x,’ said Artie Levine, the moon 
silhouetting his Elvis-style hair. ““Who are they going to get to replace 
us——the Three Stooges?”’ 

The Project: Clean Bill team squeezed under the gap between the 
chain-link fence and the desert sand. Brian’s jacket sleeve tore on a 
piece of wire as he slid through. He cursed himself for agreeing to 
sneak off base with the others, but Rebecca had said he should go. 
try to bond with his teammates. He wondered if, secretly, she was 
hoping their love of fatherhood would rub off on him. 

With McCallum leading the way, they dodged around the secunty 
searchlights and sprinted the hundred yards to the Rusty Nail. 

‘‘Old Man Burlingame’d bust a gut if he saw us now,’” whispered 
Chin. 

The team entered the saloon. 


Ninety minutes and many drinks later, 
most of the topics of the day and of 


turned toward personal matters. 
‘T say, the thwack on the 
ine than all the lectures in the w 


Md 


. i ‘4 : 2s Exactly wrong,”’ Brian mutter : 
hought. But souseensty not, agen: 


Gt something to say, Banner, say it to my face,’ boomed 


nF isted uneasily in his chair, ‘‘l said, if that’s the way you 
oi — prone be treated, ee don’ t deserve to have i ‘i 


uh oheggellll nahin He pera an mendes 
yger at Brian, “You don’t even have what it takes to have a kid, 
e look at your wife's face could tell you that.” 
— Ban er jumped to his feet, no longer able—no longer wanting—to 
control his anger. Hands clenched into fists, lips curled back to expose 
his tet? in a feral snarl, he growled softly. Rational thought was lost 
a the red haze that settled over his mind. Brian took a step toward 
McCallum, imagining his hands closing around the man’s throat— 
e 2 : only to be snapped back to reality by the powerful grip of a hand 
on kis shoulder. 
: Be Brian turned to face the Military Policeman who had grabbed him. 
“Okay, boys,”* said the burly MP, © paytme s over. Dr. Burling- 
ame wants everybody back in their cribs now.’ 
we ‘The anger drained from Brian’s body, washing away the haze that 
ad © ouded his thoughts. He shuddered from the realization of what 
» had ‘been about to do, and gripped the edge of a table to steady 


an lof sl sheepish schoolboys caught peeping into the girls’ 
ce) world’s top nuclear physicists shuffled meekly out 
back k toward the base, a dozen MPs making 
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The next — oe was a knock on Brian's office door, [t was, 
of all people, mapa 


“Sorry, Brian,” MeCallum said apologe wally. ‘| should never let 
yeolf dria ith an os | did lant night. I said some things that were 
way out of line” 

“Anything else?” re 

MeCallum a apparently surprised by Brian's brusque re 
sponse. "Uh . 


Then I've oot van 16 do,” 

fivian slammed the door, shutting out the stunned expression on 
MeCallum’s face, 

As Brian turned from the door, his phone rang. 

Another interruption, he thought angrily, How am I supposed to 
get the job done if | keep getting interrupted? He snatched up the 
receiver. 

*Yeu,"’ he snapped into the mouthy 

Brian, it's Rebecca,” 

Y es, se 

“I was speaking with Mrs. McCallum. She said Bill felt aw‘ul 


Seen ye ee eal op wie you. Has 


: ag . ** 
«| the monster strug: 


sa didn’t have to say anything. Brian could we it in her 

| TS hon os ams a nen The MPs had 

er discovered the means by which the scientists had managed to 

ee on Ont cight months ago, so Brian still had access to 

1 watering hole. 

.. Brian had ideas about how to get the project on track. to reach thet 

: _ goal and make their budget and deadlines. But Burlingame dadta't want 
to hear it. It seemed that Bran’s altercation with McCallum—not to 

| mention Brian’s apparent dependence on alcohol—had scared 

‘. B ‘lingame ‘s opimon about the once- ‘respected soentiat. When a pro 

a es like Clean Bill involved the use of radioactive materials, the lest 

= _ thing anyone wanted was an angry drunk handling isotopes Bran had 

_ overheard the whispered conversations behind his back, the talks about 

palin him off the project. 

- Adiots, he thought. They're the ones who should be off the project. 

me. I'm the irreplaceable one 

iirien went to the men’s room. As he came out, he bumped into a 

- man who was passing by. 

i “You ever hear the words ‘excuse me,’ egghead’ the sullen, 

7 nuscle-bound young man growled 

we pumped into me, friend,’’ Brian said evenly 

1 was shoved from behind. He turned around. 

e Boon had three buddies, each uglier and more pumped up than 


ee wn of 0 mee. 


ae 


i Py > tie _ 
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1 d. “I don't have time for this.” He tried to push past 


cd Bra rom oe 1 he es each shove harder than 


THE ULTIMATE AULK 


the one before. Brian felt panic and rage... and the monster insiqe 
him fighting for release, and he did nothing to quell it. 
In fact, he welcomed it. 


The fight was mercifully brief... and thoroughly humiliating. 

A local deputy sheriff kneeled down to help Brian up. ‘“You better 
get back to the base, fella. The locals don’t trust any’ a you brainboys, 
so P’ll walk you back to the base—make sure you get there without 
anymore trouble. But don’t you ever come here again. I won't always 


be here to save you.” 
Brian nodded numbly as the deputy led him from the bar. 


A half-hour later, Brian—quiet as he could be, which, drunk as he 
was, was rather loud—entered his house, only to find Rebecca waiting 
up. A book in her lap, she pretended to be reading, but there were 
tears streaming down her cheeks. 

‘Are... are you all right, Brian?”’ 

“I’m fine,’ he snapped. 

Let her just shut up. Let it wait until morning. Just let me climb 
‘nto bed and drift off into oblivion. 

“T can’t wait for this horrible project to be over, Brian,’ Rebecca 
said. ‘‘All I want is for you to get a job somewhere normal so we 
can settle down and start a fam—’”’ 

‘No!’ Brian roared. ‘‘Not now! Isn't there ever another topic?” 

He moved in on her quickly, growling like some rabid animal. 

It was the monster in control now. He’d let the monster out. 

And there was no stopping it now.... 


Rebecca hadn’t come out of the bedroom by the time Brian left for 
work. 

He’d slept on the couch, and awakened with one hell of a hangover. 
After a quick shower, he'd shrugged back into his rumpled clothing 
and, unshaven and red-eyed, hurried off to work. He’d find some way 
to make up with Rebecca. Maybe flowers, or a bottle of champagne. 

He’d make it right. 
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4 Carl Ronson, United § uae rer s 


Y _ = aS a security consultant. Thought 
yers, see if there | , 
nig sigh herve,” “re are any security concerns 


het not pleased that a total Stranger was able to come into 
ckec ce.” 


a 3 
t . e* 
P F F 


: wll have to forgive my flair for the melodramatic, Banner. 1 ll 
act to—” he glanced at his watch and 
*“__.work.”” 


tonson walked out, ignoring the icy stare Brian leveled at him. 


Sneered out the last 


- Ronson found an excuse to visit Brian’s office ev ery hour or two. 
t he hadn't told Brian was that the prime security problem he 
- called in to consult on was Brian himself. Burlingame and the 
rest of project administration were concerned about Banner’s erratic 
_ behavior, both inside the compound and outside. The more Ronson 
“visited, the more Banner drank to calm his nerves, and the more erratic 
i. behavior became, leading to more concern on Ronson’s part. Such 
| was Banner's genius that he was not fired outright. Even in his dis- 


on to the brilliant, young scientist as long as he could. They were so 
lose to their goal. So close. 


nother week went by and Burlingame came to Brian’s lab to see 
W his part of the research was going. Brian’s was the key compo- 
t. He was working on a muon field generator through which nu- 
adiation would pass to be *‘cleaned.’’ The process was possible 
. but no one had ever come so close to achieving it before. 
e€ an atomic a. breakthrough that even Einstein 


TE UETTMATIE HE 


‘epering device—he had dubbed it ‘‘the nuclear gun’’—with pay 


rigvVel 


seat) ace \ =) aii 


plutonium. He would direct a beam of radiation from the gun through 
a muon field, and the radiation would come through the field with, 
hopefully, ninety-five percent of its energy intact, but with the radi 
ation completely neutralized. This was why Brian was still around. 
He was the one man who could take the key element in the projec 
from concept to execution. 

But the man Burlingame worked beside was not the man he had 
hired. Handling by remote control the potentially lethal radioactive 
materials on the other side of the transparent wall, Brian’s hands 
shook. His speech was slurred, and before they had put on their hel- 
mets, Burlingame acted clearly surprised by the stench of alcohol on 
Brian’s breath. Brian made a comment about ‘‘needing a drop to sleep 
last night,’’ but it was clear he’d had much more than that, The dem- 
onstration was impressive, despite Banner’s impaired performance, 
but Burlingame left with his fears confirmed. 


The next morning, Colonel Ronson came by for his first visit of 
the day. As he stepped into the room, his foot stepped in a puddle of 
single malt scotch whiskey that led to Banner's desk. An overturned 
bottle had soaked the papers—including the blueprints for the nuclear 
eun—scattered across the oaken surface. Brian snored loud and fit- 
fully. Ronson shook him. 

eey? ; mevey 7? Bdiveey 66Qr. ’ 

I’m sorry, Rebecca,’’ Brian mumbled. ‘‘So sorry. It won’t happen 
again, I swear, | sw—”’ 

é6 9% 

e q Teh ee Cereus gD i) 

es t ree: Ronson said sternly. ‘‘That’s an order, man. 

rian blinked a few times, anc f ie a tae 3 : 
Cope times, and swiftly sat upright in his chair. 

‘“Colonel Ronson. I was just taki o 

: S Just taking a quick nap. I was up all night 

> i | | B 

working and— ' 

ee ' s 29 . eee : 

Save it, Banner,” Ronson interjected, ‘‘Burlingame’s been con- 
cerned about your performance, and I’ve thought v; - 
ought you were a security 


isk from the da : , 
risk fr ‘ y we met. You’re a menace to everybody. includine 
yourself.’ He turned toward the door “Men . y, including 


Two burly MPs entered and pulled Brian from his 
‘You're fired, Banner,’’ Ronson said erintex 
and send them home for you.’’ aye 


seat, 


We'll pack up your things 


ip 


__ Rebecca watched as the MPs brought Brian up the walk. The shame 
* nd anger on his face was painful for her to look at. But she also felt 
-* as though & tremendous weight had been lifted from her shoulders. 
Now, the pressure of having to succeed on this project would be gone. 
Whatever Brian felt he had to prove to her, to himself. to his own 
father, t© who knew what inner demons that drove him. that pressure 
was gone now. Now they could get on with their own lives. the lives 
she'd imagined for them: Bran with a fulfilling job. their own home. 
and children. Especially children. 

A nice, quiet, normal lite. 

But the monster had other ideas 


4 Ronson’s not as smart as he thin ks Bnan thought. chuckling sofths 
a _ to himself as he sprung the new lock on his former lab. / can sneak 
in and oul of this place like Willie Sutton Im twice the intellect 
Ronson is. and intellect will always triumph. | will not be made a fool 


nomena thought he'd humiliate me. making Rebecca watch me be 
* home like some common criminal. Weil. ! il show him the 
i cae Brian Banner is—a man who yt rs Ais O 

a what some stupid policeman may thi ok. i 
¢ the project alone and ahead of schedule. | Ul finish 1 fomignt. 
» hes pratonet Ronson look oul for has I 
ating hike never before. Brian put all the safety 


_ He lowered the shields. engaged the dampers He 


is safety suit. 

ares with radiati | 
» normal. Brian glanced at the clock. Time was 
d to make sure he finished 1 all by morning: had 
t detectec mere ® he could s succeed. 
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on. | awe U to Rebecca to make 


Tat ULTIMATE AULA 


sreat! There was no stop- 


Brian’s eyes widened in shock as he stared at the control panel 
before him. Oh, God, he thought. That dial was supposed to be turned 
counter-clockwise. What was I thinking? 

Quickly, he moved to reset the calibrations. 

Too late. 

The explosion rocked the entire complex. Sirens rang wildly. Lights 
flashed in disorienting patterns. The inner lab was now contaminated 
from the radiation unleashed by the explosion. 

I can fix it, thought Brian. No harm done, everything Il be okay. 
He frowned. Weil, maybe it'll throw the project off a few weeks, but 
we can use that time to refine the process. Now, where were the con- 
trols for those auxiliary shields? He scanned the control panel. Af, 

there’s the lever. All I have to do is pull it and everything will be— 

‘**Hands in the air, Banner. Now, mister!”’ 

Brian spun toward the source of the voice. 

Ronson. revolver drawn, kicked the door open. “‘Lucky thing | 
showed up before you could sabotage the whole place."’ 

Brian continued his reach for the lever, and Ronson fired. The bullet 
missed Brian but shattered the control panel. The safety monitors on 
the walls were reading off their screens. 

*“Ronson, you idiot!" Brian cried. ‘*You’ve doomed the entire 
base!”” 

*“Which is what you were trying to do to begin with!"’ 
*“You tin-plated martinet!’’ Brian shouted. *‘I’m not a saboteur, 


Ss. and you that! I can contain the radiation, but only if you don’t 
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t me down. The shields were in Place and holding, or so it 


The project was saved. 
But Brian Banner's life was ruined. 


I eteed— Burlingame and the cihens were relatively lenient. 
nn Ronson testified, if not in Brian’s behalf. then at least fairly. He 
scribed Brian as an alcoholic, an egotist, and a fool. No more and 


a : _ Brian Banner received no prison time, but was forever banned from 
_ government work. Worse, the project was eventually abandoned. No 
_ congressma would continue to fight for funding for a clean energy 

‘project that had nearly contaminated several states. It was as if the 
ject—as if Brian Banner himself—had never existed. Just like 

mm $ father Bruce had always wanted: to wipe Brian from existence. 

: emed as if the monster had triumphed after all. The bright, hungry 

vithin Brian dimmed. 

d, though doctor after doctor, expert after expert, told him there 

$ HO trace of radioactivity in his system, Brian became obsessed 
vit 1e idea that somehow, somehow, radiation must have leaked 
rc ~ veil protective shielding. Somehow his genetic 
up mus ehave been perverted, mutated. 
ann ade > pact with himself. Now, more than ever, he would 
f a child. Never allow who-knows-what monsters may be 
is genes to become unleashed. 
ie, the bitterness and regret faded, though it was never far 
ce. Brian’s reputation from the project left him a pro- 
Anv iob offers that he’d lined up before the accident 
peared re Brian had a series of jobs well 
he rea alized. though, that he was lucky to be 
Pie, cont his drinking, | to some degree, and 
+P lamaged relationship. 
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was a beautiful early spring evening, the sun sinking in an ex. 
plosion of reds and oranges, wisps of cloud accenting the drama of 
the scene. Brian Banner’s mood matched the day. He'd gotten the job 


x a offer, finally found an old college friend willing to take a chance on 


him and put him in charge of a major research project. 

The celebratory dinner was at the finest restaurant in town. The 

mpagne flowed. Brian and Rebecca danced until well past mid- 
night. St was like they were newlyweds on their honeymoon again. 

“Brian, let's be like this always,’” Rebecca said wistfully, cheek 
pressed against his chest. 

Brian caressed her hair. ‘“We will. I promise, With this new job, 
things will be like we always wanted them to be, Becca. It'll be a 
new start for us.”’ 

The cab dropped them off at their front door. Brian insisted on 


carrying her over the threshold... and into the bedroom. 
The celebration continued long into the night. 


Another day, later in the spring. Another return home for Brian 
from a triumphant day at the office, one of many he’d had at the new 
job. He opened the front door to be greeted , 
loons decorating the living room. 

Not even close to my birthday, he thought. Not our anniversary, 
either. Then what. .. 

“Welcome home . ‘he Rebecca came racing out of the 
kitchen, her face slowing, tears of joy in her eyes, 

“You mean... but we were so careful . 


. by streamers and bal- 


— 4 --€xcept for that one 


i - Rebecca threw her arms around Brian's neck. draw; Pils 
se aa . : cis His lips felt numb. drawing him Into a 
it'll be wondnciel, I swear it will, Y 
ou ‘ll be tk 
wie can Jug a 1. And our chile 1 will a. 
ay | What, we'll love him 


te sa It his world 
don t ruin Mme ove 
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it's wonderful, Becca,’’ he stammered. “I’m happy. Very 
. § some work [ just have to finish up. It may take 
inner." He pulled away from her embrace and headed 


i Mtr. Big Shot Executive,’’ Rebecca said happily. ‘“But this 

, we’ re Teally going to celebrate.’’ 

ent into his study, locked the door behind him. He slumped 

1e ' 4 ‘wood, strength draining from his limbs. With an effort, he 

4 ‘oom and opened the bottom drawer of his desk. 

— dl occasion, all right, Brian, he thought glumly. Calls 

tion ‘After all, how many days does a man find out that 

fath er... a monster? 

ck ke d {on the door. “Brian . 
A ref ied wearily. 

If it’s a girl, we "ll call her Susan, after my mother. 
_ we'll name him after your father. 
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Will Murray 
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Od Thaddeus ““Thunderbolt’’ Ross fumed 2% 
4 silver-haired bear of a man, he stood at fii , a 
ottice overlooking one of the most extensive Ai F 
in the American Southwest, his brick-knuckled han 
his blue-uniformed back, malodorous cigar fuming 
his foul mood. ae 
To the south, beyond a defensive ring of Nike and Hi ot 
lay an uninhabitable desolation of tabletop mesas anc ‘ 
tarantula-haunted buttes. : 


green hide!”’ 
‘Did you say something, Father?’ a sma 
door. ieee 
Caught by surprise, Thunderbolt Ross—so-called be ecause 
made his junior officers think of a wrathful Zeus whenever he 
turned abruptly. He started coughing gray smoke. ‘a 
“Blast these cheap cheroots, too,’’ he hacked. 
martinet Castro took over that worthless Caril 1 
island, a man can’t buy a good piece: : ore!’ 
"Father, you know all this frettin; 
said Betty Ross. 
“Tam not fretting.” 
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And as jong at the Hulk lives who knows who 6 Gale 
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Resowing a daughicrls peck om hee father s check, Betty cand, | 
musi go now Remember—the Hulk belongs to ihe past. Leave b 


there 


The joop was wasting for Retty Ross when she canted the feed. 
quarters building. A dry wind was hlowing out of the high desert 
Strangely, | smelled of rain 

Reficaively, her eyes ranged the base, looking for any sign of Brace 
Banner, But the man she loved, yet who seemed so strangely a> 
inowable, was nowhere lo be seen 

Odd that word would pop into her nund. Unknowsble. Bul ever 
wince the Hulk had first appeared, 11 was as if the creature represented 
sune kind of barner that had grown up between them. 

Betty climbed aboard and told the dnver to take her to the waiting ad 
from her worries, and away from the ghost of the anon 
that had troubled her life for over 4 year now. ™ 
The monster had firt been 
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TRANSFORMATIONS 


1 wonder,’ She breathed, as the bristling 


: : comple 
jes and armament fell behind the rattling he 


: x of rockets, mis. 
licopter, **] Wonder, , , .’” 


The aircraft possessed no Wings, no control surfaces, 
means of propulsion. Yet it skimmed low over the 
ping between towering flat-topped mes 
ity. 

When it alighted, within sight of the great mis 
gear deployed. The craft simply 
then cracked open like one. 


no external 
high desert. slip- 
as with an eerie soundless agil- 


Sile base, no landing 
dropped like a smooth Silvery egg, 


A man emerged. Tall, of almost royal bearing, his boots touched 
the powdery desert sands like those of a conquering emperor of old. 
He wore royal scarlet and kingly purple, His horned helmet, scarlet 
and edged in violet, was of a design modeled after Greek war helms 
of antiquity. It enveloped his entire head except for joined eye holes 
out of which two icy blue eyes blazed. A vertical crack in the helmet’s 
forbidding faceplate revealed just enough of the shielded features to 
suggest expression, yet show nothing of the man within. 

If it was a man who stood in the high desert, a freshening breeze 
causing his purple cloak to flap and snap like an angry flag. 

Gesturing with a gauntleted hand, he intoned, ‘‘Await me here, my 
magnetically-powered chariot.’’ 

In response, the egg resealed itself. Perfectly. No seam showec 

And toward the sprawling base, the mutant known only as Magneto 


i 


1s com- 


directed his full attention, and the awesome powers at | 


Put UUTINATE HOLA 


A white-faced airman caine eushing in, ‘General Ross, base tele 
phones are POU, hay wire!’ he Logie aut 

ed ean heat that, you ninny! Mhunderbolt bellowed. “Have some 
houly {ix ihe dadpum (hings. * THe cradled the phone with a Violent 
erash, 

His phone continued complaining fiven after he yanked out the 
wires, tC Many. 

“Tmpossible, Rogs said, his cigar sdgee from loosening jaws 
“This is plumb impossible, , 

A moment later, Thunderbolt Ross forgot all about the maltunc 
tioning telephone system, 

A bloom of white-hot fire filled his broad office window, Ross 
whirled, His jowely Jaw sagged. Out on the proving grounds, a Nike 
missile went shooting off its rail launcher, trailing fire and arrowing 
for the high desert. 

A dozen miles away, the irregular top of a butte came apart in a 
thunderous detonation of fire and rock dust. Seconds later, the oper: 
ations building shook as the rolling shock wave hit. 

“Who fired that missile?” Thunderbolt roared. “What noncom nin- 
npoop gave the confounded order?” 

1 because the how aN were worse than useless, there was only 
Thund rbolt stormed from his office. 

roar f. Missile erector-launchers were 


TRANSFORMATIONS 


Pieces of the missile. blindingly white-hot hung low Over the ho- 
rizon. As Thunderbolt Ross watcheg the suspended Pieces regrouped 
as if manipulated by giant, unseen fingers. at 

The glowing metal fragments came together to form crude words 
Words that burned with a white hear that slowly cooled before the 
old soldier's astonished eyes: 


HULK. WE ARE BROTHERS. JOIN ME 
MAGNETO 


Many miles to the south, Dr. Bnice Banner toiled in a secret un- 
derground laboratory in the low desert 

“I think I’ve found that faulty transistor.” he muttered. 

“What's that, Doc?’ a youthful voice called from another chamber 
in the dank cave network. 

“I said, I think I’ve fixed the problem with the gamma ray ma- 
chine,’” Banner called out. 

In the next room, teenager Rick Jones stood before the giant tele- 
visor screen that revealed commanding views of all approaches to the 
secret lab he shared with Bruce Banner, one of the word’s foremost 
nuclear physicists. Hidden cameras showed the cave entrance, the sus- 
with water. All clear. 

The Air Force hadn’t venturec far south in months, Rick knew 


ib ; : 
>} hf. ic it ida 4 ea ¥ = | 
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For starters. Rick didn’t know that that the area was cordoned . 
because the U.S. Aur Force was about to detonate the most veh 
nuclear device ever conceived, the awesome gamma bomb x dia 
he suspect that he was playing his harmonica on ground zero | 

it was the bomb's inventor, Dr. Bruce Banner. who saveg Rick 
driving out and pushing him into 4 protective earthen trench 5 iy 
with lead. Saved his life—but at a terrible cost to himself Banner’, 
thin form had taken the full brunt of the gamma blast. 

That first night, he had transformed into something less than man. 
but somehow more than human, bulking up into a gray dim-wineg 
monster. And that had only been the beginning of the nightmare 

Every night for months, Banner had become the Hulk. Over suc. 
cessive transformations, his dead-looking gray skin had ripened—if 
that was the word—to a corpsey green with each change. The Hulk! 
No other name fit. Possessing incalculable strength, cursed by an in- 
human rage, the Hulk had become the scourge of the southwest. 


MAN STOMMATIONS 


. apypuy mul oO hin reverie, Rick Jones reached ov 
aL er to deactivate 


ncn amas 
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CMT in the iStannee, something went screaming up into the sky on 
olume of fire, then explode into a million trailing pieces, 
When the smoke cleared, burning words filled the sky. The same 
caring message that, at this very moment, was being seen by Thun- 
arpholt Ross, miles away 
Rick pulled back the camera, enlarging the view. His eyes went 
“Doc! Come running! You gotta see this!’ he yelled over his 
chouldel 
Rroce Banner came from the other room, concern written all over 
S PU hed, pale fcatures 


What is it, Rick? What's wrong, boy?” 


| (MK 7 
Banner stepped up to the screen, The message of incandescent steel 


was phasing down from white to red to a smouldering orange. 


Magneto * he breathed. 
‘Wasn't that the joker who made a mess at Cape Citadel last sum- 


mer’ Rick muttered, a. 
“Yes. No one knows who he is, but he’s believed to have hamessed a ae 
the incredible power of magnetism, 1 wonder what he wants with Oe (ae 
Hulk?’’ ie 
“There's one way to find out—if you got that transistor 
licked like you say.”’ Bet 
Banner frowned. ‘*Even if I do, each time 
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his place on the ontrol grid, Hrice Tinie) faved 
he machine rook a deep breath and shut lin (ene eyed, His Nive lieey 
PAC TAA scale 


Fwd the control studs and atter sequeneiip (hen anid isablinnp (hie 
AMALAN A : | 
k the acientist § lips foe CANe loo Peat On (hie rounded 


Wordlessly taking 


safety taterloe 
button that activated the device 

Rick retreated to the safety of a lead shield, 

With a threattul humming, (he machine powered up and 4 purling 
streak of green energy poured forth, strike Lanner s newly hiked 
form. 

“Ueht? Sounding like a man being kicked by an elephant, Banner 
jerked back. As Rick watched, the lanky scientist's pale body rippled 
with a shimmering green energy, 

In a moment, he stood seven fect tall, seven times his original mans, 
powerful, indominable, briefly glowing a luminous green, 

The ray shut off, coming to the end of its cycle. 

And in Bruce Banner's place stood the incredible Hulk—-massive, 
muscular, more than a man yet less than human! 

In a deep, growling voice, the Hulk said, ‘Magneto, huh? | wonder 
what he wants with me?’’ He stepped off the control grid. 

‘Wait!’ Rick cried. 

The Hulk froze, his suspicious eyes going to the teenager's la 
form. ‘What is it this time?’’ he demanded, 


‘Look at yourself, Hulk. Look!”’ e 
Glowering, the Hulk raised his muscular arms. And his eyes poppe 4 3 | 


wide in shock. - 
For instead of the Hulk’s emerald complexion, he saw Bruce Bar 
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TNADSTONNATIONS 


co dab instruments vibrate, “Bah! Why iy 


a when TE wanna weing Dis serawny neok# 
Sock snapped his fiagers, "Wait! Thave an idea 


it Banner iy never 


You're the Hut 
coe far the color of your skin, right?" Halk 
ONS \ : . s % 


rhe Hulk loomed over the loonager, “Yeah, So what?" 
dent there a dye factory up in Murietta? 
rhe Hulk's beetling black eyebrows writhed together in tt 
yoy mebbe have half a brain, after all,” he growled, 
spe caretul, Hulk!” Rick called, as the lumbering behemoth 
sushed past hin, 
“Save it, squirt. The Hulk ain't atraid of no costumed pantywaist,”’ 
Racing to the televisor, Rick activated the entrance approach cam: 
sa in time to watch the Hulk stride out of the cave mouth only two 
people in the world Knew existed -three if one counted the Hulk as 
: separate person, which Rick secretly did, 
Bracing himself on massive bent legs, the Hulk swept his thick 
ams back, and bringing them forward again, kicked off into space 
The ground actually shook under the tremendous reco 
grabbed the console to steady himself, No matter how many | 
witnessed the Hulk in action, it always brought his heart leaping N 
his throat and dried the saliva in his gaping mouth, rg 
The strangely-pale Hulk shot away like a human canno 
“Good luck,”’ Rick breathed, He wasn’t really se ihe 
ing the Hulk well or offering a prayer to Magnet 
ception of what he had roused. | 


Bounding in giant leaps, the 
ns gem leaps 


» mist have bee, TT 

in s into the vats. 

ss ash : i di rectly inte the va) Marker 
s foree. throwing up so niweh seald 

aun turned green. 

mp) from the building, and so Missal y iy 


a a ee vat emerged a hulking behemoth, musctes dip 
ae ag oi ook green dys, He walked with eyes shut to beep 11 
Bat sunging stuff out of his browa eyes. 

3 - ‘Blindly, the Hulk groped for a door, His dripping hagers en ou 
red a blank wall instead, With an impatient backhand swipe hy 
aa it to kindling, then emerged into the clear light of day 

““h’s the Hulk'’’ a voiee cried. And the milling workers fan off in 
all directions. 

Ne one saw the Hulk clearly. So thes never noticed he was ci ippuny 
wet, never suspected the greenish tinge Of his skin and fair wa jus 
starting to set. 

After he shot inte the sky in a tremendous, ground shuddering leap 
they found his wet, avocado footprints in the crater made by the for. 
of his upkicking feet. That evening, loeal newscasters wondered whut 
manner of creature lett green footprints, The question was never te 
solved, and so another unsolvable myth was added to the ever growinp 
legend of the Hulk. 

High over the desert, the Hulk could see once again. The rush of 
ait had dried his dyed skin. It wasn't the gamma green of the tuc 
Hulk, but no one would know the difference. 


Least of all Magneto in the few seconds before the Hulk mopped 
en 


De meen, te ty hat aed 
“rh ipods tdi 


"There's going to be hell to pay’ he raged. “And if | don’t get 
Es shag poco. nn my sms, uot wo mention wy aun 
: 4 —_ es 
"Then, the Hulk had appeared. 

An emerald missile in human form, he expioded through the 


weindly-levitated letters in the sky 
_“"There!”” Ross bellowed. “Proof that the Hulk ts behind ts 


- ‘blasted outrage. Wait ll they hear about this in Washmgton' 

A sergeant came running up. cafryimg a two-star combat belmet 
and a Thompson sub-machine gun, saying, “Here, su’ 
me Ross shook off his cap and donned the helmet. Charging the 
*4 Thompson, he lifted his Olympian voice. ““Follow me, men! Were 
— 


: a “Magneto held the missile base under effortless thrall. Not am engime 
’ except by his leave. No weapon could fire while the elec- 
pee. Aegan: 


glowered. *"You picked the wrong guy to pit 


Without warning, a shard of missile exploded in Magneto’s di 
tion, Though startled, he redirected it ee a him in a wide ip 

‘Incredible! That shard was held in place by the power of Mas 
neto!”’ 

“Bah! It’s nothing compared to what | got in store for you,”’ the 
Hulk flung back, digging remorseless fingers under a patch of metal 
affixed to his heaving chest. 

With a gesture, Magneto caused the metal piece to contract, wring- 
ing a painful gasp from the Hulk’s barrel chest. 

Magneto raised a purple hand in warning. ‘*Hold! | can inflict even 
greater agony. 

“Save it for the tiny tots!’’ the Hulk growled. *“You came spoiling 
for a fight. Now you got one—in spades.” 

“IT come not for battle, but—"’ 

The swiping green paw was not unexpected, but the speed with 
which the Hulk lashed out was. Magneto never finished his sentence. 
He took a single protective step backward. At the same time, he lev- 

itated the Hulk thirty feet, turned him upside down, and set him pin- 
wheeling in place. 
ty “You will tire of this before I do," Magneto warned. 

The Hulk curled into a ball. Magneto smiled. Clearly, the dull brute 
was already succumbing to his superior might. 
_ Levitating himself effortlessly, Magneto rose to a height equal to 
t of the helplessly circling behemoth. 

Jow, if you are weary of resistance—"’ 

Hu *s head rose up with a sudden wrench. With his gleaming, 
tin teeth, he tore free a bent section of missile. And spat it 
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fhew every which way His crushing fingers pried at shards with wyiq 


abanghan, wing them oft like bright leaves 
ee wieed bi steely yoke “| warn you, Hulk All that hold, 


if you up are those hits of metal And all that holds them aloft is the 

power of Magneto's mind ™ ee 
“You don’t scare the Hulk,’ the green creature snarled. “'T beat 
The Toad Men to a pulp | crushed Tyrannus | kicked the Metal 
Master aff the planct What makes you think you can fnghten me?" 

“My natural powers,” Magneto said firmly. With a gesture, he sen 
the Hulk shooting higher, evel higher, into the low hanging clouds 
above. 

Cloak fluttering, Magneto soared 
ved to rain down 

“He is very brave or very mad, © 
| have use for him.” 

The clouds were moist, like entering foggy cotton Magneto felt his 
cloak grow increasingly heavy as water vapor seeped into its royal 
purple fabric. “‘! offer you a chance, Hulk. A chance to survive. A 
chance for a new life.” 

“Go peddle your papers!” the Hulk snarled. Miraculously, he had 
a “ to wrench va rem metal free of both arms and one leg 

W : - 
hee — “ rom his remaining metal-sheathed limb. 
Stubbornly : . y arching up in a muscle-tearing posture so those 
hing green paws could seize the few metallic sect | 

sate he ic sections holding 

m al struggled to free himself fro ee 
- ald m Magneto 
vou, Hulk—"” 8 invisible thrall. 
The" Hulk's pores. 


after him. Pieces of metal contin 


Magneto murmured. **lither way 


“No, : warn you. 
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“Tf 1 wish it, the 
V heed my call." 


eee in hard-driving torrents. 


e Hulk had never been so angry. Never felt so helpless. No 
r what it took, he was going to break loose. And then. . 
vel the cold rain struck his impervious hide, it was just mohe 


= * 


. oyance. But when green fingers touched silver metal, they left 
~ avocadc omy 
‘The dye! he thought. /t's running! 
a ‘And the confident voice of Magneto was calling through the drum 
> ming rain, ““What do you say now, Hulk?"’ 
Frantically, the Hulk wrenched away the last section of metal. His 
. leg came free. His body cartwheeled, and he found himself hanging 
a from the suspended shard 
His eyes met with those of the magnetic mutant. But only for an 
: bags ant 
: Without warning, the Hulk let go. 
He fell a quarter-mile to the hard desert floor, his body bouncing 
| a it struck. The Hulk lay still but only for a moment. Regaining 
the Hulk shook himself like a mighty mastiff shakes off a 
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Eeeagncto descended. 


ian up to meet him. He avoided it. Then another was 
ard. aaeeeer As the magnetically-spawned rainstorm 
ard i below, another storm raged upward. A 
oe ’ ere son an ay Se 
. ' eviden lay fon 
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linquish control over the mis- 


iment of men and material. | 
It was time to show the lowly humans that Magneto still held sway 


over their puny kind... . 


In the underground bunker, Rick Jones was frantically punching up 


camera angles on the televisor screen. What he had managed to see 


left him scared and confused. This Magneto was no slouch—he had 
Hulk and beating him 


had the Hulk cold several times. But having the 


were two different things. 
But where was the Hulk now ... ? 
It was not long before a familiar thudding tread announced the 


return of Bruce Banner’s brutish alter ego. 
Rick rushed to meet the monster at the cave mouth. The Hulk was 
a sorry sight. Wet strings of green liquid drooled off his damp hair 
and skin to pool at his mottled flesh-and-avocado feet. 
= “He beat you... .’’ Rick began. 
aemenory beats the Hulk,’’ the greenish goliath snarled. ““The 
| are dye started running. I couldn’t let him see me wearing Ban- 
: Thad | . pink skin.”’ 
e, J understand. He didn’t beat you,’’ Rick said hur- 
t what will you do now?” 
I do? am en to being Banner. He’s got to fix 
; ee Aethond. ‘“Whatever you say, Hulk.” 
nal ett _ ws the Hulk lumbered to the 
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‘was over seuss Benner slumped to tho Geer. Rick matend 
pe Rik. Ses anid, warki-velenl, ' ‘Am |—am | back to 


no Rick said thickly 

What... do you mean 2 

‘Vou re Banner again. But your skin, t's" 

: Banner's cyes went to the shiny gnd beneath hom—it was 
aaah in green dye. But through the spill he could see his face re- 
fected in the metal. It was Bruce Banner's thin face, but the blue eyes 
4 en emer’ green. And the surrounding facial skin was the color 
s “Tm green’ ’ he croaked 

ae “It's okay. It's okay, Rick reassured him. ‘“You need rest. Let 


qi — 


ee to your room. 
| ageing, half-carrying the frat! scientist, Rick got him to his 


ot. “You just rest, Dox Magneto can't find us here You rest up 
We’ a later.” 
» Banner didn’t hear. Sapped of his normal strength, he 


aecholt Ross rode in the lead jeep, bracing himself 
rock and cut of desert terrain that the vehicle bounced 


* 
* 
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Los 


jt: 


ne bellowed, pointing with the Thompson muzzie 
nest » of Magneto poised atop a mesa. “Fan 
truck column broke in two directions, 
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He hung on as the jeep swept up 
nstruction elevator, 


- “steep , » af the mesa like an open co - : 
a rs =. a four-point landing in the center of ihe mesa : flat 
and Thunderbolt Ross piled out of the vehicle, training his 
on the gaudy figure striding purposefully toward him, 


“Halt, or 11 shoot!'’ he warned, 


“Allow me,"* intoned Magneto. ie lhe 
Of its own volition, the Thompson erupted in Thunderbolt's two- 


fisted grip. A stream of bullets chattered in Magneto s direction. They 
should have chopped him in two, Instead, the bullet stream muracu- 
lously turned a downward right angle and spelled out the letter M at 
his feet. 

A purple hand gestured, The | | 

i's unresisting grip, and began to slowly turn in place, trigger 
still locked down, muzzle spewing smoking death. 

Thunderbolt Ross watched, transfixed as the macabre instrument of 
death, nervously ejecting cartridge smoking shells, turned its wrath in 
his direction. 

“a “1 seek the Hulk. Where is he?’’ Magneto demanded. 

“a Hands clapping his helmet, Ross hit the ground. 

“Answer quickly, or death 1s yours,’ Magneto warned. 

= he general muttered a pungent, “‘Go to blazes!"’ 

A Mt t : last possible moment, the clip ran empty. The weapon fell 

a. ¥ Then it fell to the ground, inert. 

uh —m up at the towering form that was Mag- 
) spc ke first. “I have other ways of wresting the truth from 

attention was drawn southward, He turned, as 


hompson wrenched itself out of the 


go the men’s erlge (Wet 1H Tie 10 nee File danke epaiik 
“aowls. With the departire oF the ouilly garhed jiterlaper, thie 
that had levitated the vehicles suddenly released thei 


ao 


to his driver, Thunderbolt yelled, “Don't jiat stand there 


gavting—a “bac -dirive ws down!" 
The expression on the driver's twee wae priceless. It asked: Mow? 


Magneto had sensed a powertul electromagnetic Tel The free 
and flux lines suggested a ereal electroriagnetic penerator ft (he euth 


Magneto frowned. Strange. His initial survey of (he area showed 
only desolation, Yet the energy he had detected seenied to he contig 
from the vicinity of a still lake in the hallow Of a thetear Crate 

Perhaps, it would lead him to the bhulk 


Rick Jones stood watch at the electronic TY tonitor, worryitg 
What if General Ross's forces came’? What i) Magneto found this 
cave? Bruce Banner's secret would be out. Not for the firet time, Rick 
regretied that reckless drive through the gamma bomb test area 

The cave-entrance sensors should have sounded an alarm UP some 
One stepped near the open mouth, The entrance camera should have 
‘overridden Rick's chosen view. 
None of these things happened, Instead, Rick sat with his back to 
‘€ntrance, oblivious, until a cold voice demanded 
ere is the Hulk?" 
jumped like a cat. 
ig as life, strode toward him, “Answer my question, 
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rue UUTINATE Huta 
the Hulk any- 
ead. “What do you want with the Hu y 
off his dungarees he asked, 
way? , 
“Tha ik and Magneto: 
oe vecrell” a a “Piollow me.” 


“Suit yourse if”? Rick said grudgingly. An : 
ah fell in behind him, Rick sensed an urine pressure at his 
back. It was the same sensation that (we magnets of opposing polar: 


ities made, The power! of repulsion, Tt felt like a tangible thing. 
“| keep the Hulk locked up at night,” he explained. 
“Who are you to the Hulk?” 
“His keeper.” 
“Keeper?” Behind his helmet, Mag 


neto’s eyebrows rose in veiled 
surprise. | 
“Yeah. You've heard of being your brother's keeper, haven 't 
you?” 
Magneto said nothing, 
They came to the rock chamber and its ten-foot-thick slab of con- 
crete door held in place by a gigantic ramrod of timber and steel. 
Rick went to the control panel, saying, ‘Il gotta open it.” 
“Open it, then,” 
Rick hit the switch. Hydraulics, fed by lakewater, began to toil, 
=" a pig the steel-bound redwood ramrod began to re- 
) ack away, ponderously hauling the c 
. concrete door out of 
his rock frame. 
— -When a man-sized sli 
- Sy : slit N % | , sé ® 
ee apelin 7 revealed, Rick told Magneto, *‘I don't 
eee ‘it any wider, or he'll escape."’ 
- Aa, metic fears no man or mo tt a4 
Rd inte the ionster,”” said the haughty cloaked man 
* (ela harrow Opening. 
ving. “Hulk it’s ) uttered. Abruptly, he reversed the hy- 
‘re Se efore he could react, Magneto found 


seein ies gotta become the Hulk again. You pa 

Bruce raced for the gamma ray room on naked green feet, his fea 

men T eaeried ‘Only a dire emergency would compel me to face the 
a machine again so soon.’ 

“As he he stepped onto the control grid, strange sounds came from the 
yault. Groaning timber. Screeching metal. Tormented servo motors. 

And a long grinding of rock and concrete. . . . 

The gamma rays filled the room with an all-penetrating emerald 
light. Recoiling, Bruce Banner stood buffeted by the cell-transforming 
bombardment of radiation. Over the roar of the device, a scream was 
heard. Was it of pain? Or rage? Or mortal agony? Rick could not tell. 

When it was over, the Hulk stood in his place. 

But it was a Hulk Rick had not seen in months. 

He was huge, hulking, dull of face. The color of his skin was the 
exact hue of lead. Under a disordered mop of black hair, uncompre- 
hending gunmetal-colored eyes ranged the room... and locked on 
Rick. 

‘‘What is this place?” 

ia ' ember? You’re—’’ 7 

Te ccennnoticn shook the cavern room. A ol of 
wood and steel announced that Magneto had — free! 

Rick said, ‘‘Hulk! An enemy has come for you: 

— oot Oe Ee > came a cold, cal- 
‘*Those are exaclly 


cula 4 ¢ voice. P | d utter! 
i d, imperious an y 
= room stepped Magneto—proud, | 
“a ” encern tha e had entered a room in which stood the most 
mig , of destruction on the nants | 


ked in the vault! But it won't be long 
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Aer ““‘restest rireatest ‘ ae g Homo superior,”’ the master of Magnetism gaiq 
aan proudly. “The most powerful: mutant living. | bring you an offey 
Hulk. Join me, Be the first enlistee in my Brotherhood of Mutants 
Riches and power beyond your wildest imaginings shall be yours,” 
“Are you crazy?” Rick snapped. “He doesn't care about — 
He suddenly found himeelf spinning in place until he was flat on 
the floor dizzy, a helpless pawn of invisible magnetic fingers 
“Join you...’ the Hulk said slowly. 
“Yes,” Magneto purred soothingly. “Two races now inhabit this 
planet: ordinary Homo sapiens, and beings such as you and : Homo 
superior. Imbued with tremendous powers. Annointed by destiny. We 
will wrest this world for our OW? But we cannot do it alone. In 
qumbers there is strength. In strength there 1s power. What say you, 
Hulk?” 
‘“‘Puny humans have always hunted the Hulk,’’ the gray-skinned 
creature retorted. “‘Shot at him. Tried to kill him. Why should | trust 
you?” 
“Because my power, as | have demonstrated, is limitless,’’ said 
Magneto, his blazing gaze going to a nearby generator. 
The bulky apparatus came off its anchor pins with a blend of loud 
‘Snaps as they were sheared free by invisible magnetic fingers. The 
__- Benerator rose ten feet, froze in place, then resettled with a seismic 
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“a Beh nd his mask, Magneto smiled. The Hulk regarded this tableau 
aa dull, unchanging mein. 
(hy not trust me?’ asked Magneto. ‘‘How can you not trust 
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ibered closer, His brutish eyes were clouded 


= * the Hulk said slowly. 
.. Don’ t you remember?”’ 
e Hulk touched his gray brow. 


H “Brain clouded. Can’t remem- 


: laws of Homo sapiens are transparent,’’ Magneto insisted. 
an ley mean nothing. Humanity will go back on its word whenever 
: Ties Take it from one who is hunted and feared like you.” 
"You make sense... .”’ the Hulk said ponderously. 

- You can’t mean that Hulk! You can’t!’’ Rick blurted. 


,. ae 


“Sil mice, stripling,’’ Magneto hissed, ‘‘Lest | destroy you where 


99 


p ick addressed the Hulk, eyes imploring. ‘‘You wouldn't let him 
that, would you, Hulk? We’re pals. Remember?’ 

e Hulk stood as if unthinking. The expression on his wide gray 
Was that of a stone—cold, unfeeling, inhuman. As Rick watched, 
-m ied that with each passing second, less and less of Bruce Banner 
a Seen in the Hulk’s brutish features. 


© again stretched out a gauntlet-sheathed hand. 
tin p the Hulk lifted a broad gray paw. 

aeons” one another. 
d them. Defiantly, his back t to the Hulk, he faced Mag- 
.? the wrong tree.’ 
““What do you mean, boy?”’ 

_ He’s no mutant. He's a monster. 
< such as this,” Magneto countered. 
was peseated here. Created by goume 


oe guyana nuit 


Sind hus scarlet helmet. the eyes Of Magneto Bre” coner, eu 
were gree hefore. Now you are gray. he murmured he 
“The radiation does that him, Rick eaid fearfully bvery tin 
he becomes the Hulk, he's different. He was betray!heE the Hulk 
4 secret, but he had no choice 
“You lie!” the Hulk raged, lashing cout 
human’ The Hulk hates all things human! 
Rick dodged the swipi'p paw. He rolled under H, oul ot rang 
Stepping back, Magneto said 10 the Hulk, ‘This has the ring of 
truth, You are bul a man rurmed monstel | have ne pybiae how yea ih 
my coming brotherhood Since yuu POssSCSS nearls liitless sti TALL 
and cannot be controlled, you pose 4 threat to my all-importan 
plans.” 
The generator came off the floor, moving sideways. Like & slow 
moving freight engine, i crowded the Hulk into a rock-faced wall 
The Hulk met it with his great gray arms. He was strong bast the 
magnetic power behind the machine was stronger sull Inexorably, bit 
i oom foutne Soon, he was pressed flat against the wall, his 
oe meee ames = tee co * 
Rick screamed, ‘Hulk! Don't just take it. Fight | 
Hulk!” nt just take it. Fight back. Fight back, 


‘9 o said. ‘‘He is a mere brute, while | con- 


No choice at all 
' ' he biulh Wiis 8 VER 


| _— ch throat could be called a warning. A how! of 
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Mened it. The generator inched 
_— The mighty thews of the Hulk held it at ior 


; R c ; watched, it became a contest of Wills—man v 
; * cle versus mind, earthly Strength against uneart 
-— ' u are subhuman. I am 
2 eyon | human. You nde 

| T ne Hulk roared in anger. 
: 7 Thick, gray fingers took hold of projecting tubes and coils, were 
exe ting a powerful opposing effort. With an unleashing of pent-up 
fury, the Hulk gave a two-handed wrench. 
_ The apparatus came apart in his hands! 
_ Too late, Magneto realized what had transpired. He thought his 
powe s had succeeded in crushing man and machine into one insep- 
arable lump. Instead, magnetic forces acted to complete the Hulk’s 
aw act of destruction. 


Pieces of machinery falling all around him, the Hulk flung himself 


a 


rward, sweeping debris aside, ready to battle anew. 
Jasneto mentally released the generator. Sections fell like dropped 


ersus mon- 
hly magnet- 


—- him, Hulk!’’ Rick shouted. 
oe pains. Rick found himself levitated into the Hulk. Gray 
Sa h m, and pushed him roughly aside. 
the Hulk made a lumbering lunge for Magneto. | 
as of view, the Hulk seemed to strike Magneto in 
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~~ handed blow that would have reduced any other 


fear troubled his 
stood ft grout id. n his chill voice 
“tam ie he taunted. 

betrayed uncertainty, and on, his fists impacting with mag- 


neuc fi « that refused to surrender. lage enpetled “tal 
Slowly, Magneto found himse . pore magnetic “sa 
«liane art stg ? face. But the field held. 
His cloaked back came wi 
“You cannot keep this up | 
later, you will know fatigue. ; 
‘ae bet on it,” Rick broke 1. 


’ Magneto warned. ‘‘Sooner oF 


“He's the Hulk. He never gets 
.«|mpossible,”” Magneto spat. 


tires, Even mutants.” ” a 
‘The Hulk isn’t a mutant,’” Rick retorted. ‘“He’s not like anything 


‘ved. Isn’t that right, Hulk?’’ 
. ai tee roar, the Hulk jumped in piace. A low, 
muscular jump. But it made the floor crack and hop like a seismic 
event. 

Surprise peeping through his half-concealed features, Magneto 
abruptly lost his sneer of anticipated triumph. He fell. And the Hulk 
reached out a ham-sized hand and took hold of his rivet-studded 
breastplate, no longer protected by magnetic repulsion. 

Eyes shocked wide, arms outflung, Magneto found himself flying 
down the corridor, propelled by sheer muscle power. 

efore his helpless body could pulp itself against the rock terminus, 

py swerved right, into the televisor room and floated along 

nes that led to the outside world, cloak flapping like a 


i | 


“Byerything that lives, eventually 


inet. cone the Hulk, a grim, gray engine of destruc- 
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a TANS FORMATIONS 


|, the Hulk launched himself straight up 

te st hing Mags eget He was standing on a sim- 
le | of unseen magnetic flux lines The Hulk struck it like a 
aray volcano exploding upward. 

pat? a Peed himself careering up, higher and faster than ex- 
. *, | —€ to keep his balance. Concentrating the force of his 
_ mind downward, Magneto slowed his upward climb, then 


. “Now—fall to your doom!’’ he taunted. 
_ Am angry gray hand groped around the field’s edge and clamped 
his ankle. 
| For the first time in his life, Magneto felt a force as inexorable as 
"his Own—and it consisted of five blunt fingers squeezing his booted 
akle with the unstoppable power of a car crusher. The unfamiliar 
ation of a foe actually laying hands on his person was shock 
enough—but when that crushing grip made his bones crackle and 
ind, it sent an unfamilar stab of fear into his mutant heart. 
ut only for an instant. 
fagnetic lines of force took hold of the Hulk's hard, metallic fin- 
. f s them apart. Snarling, the Hulk squeezed all the harder, 
g beads of sweat to pop from Magneto’s helmeted brow. 
yare eer a foe of unsurpassed malignance, * Magneto bit 
* more reason that you must die!’ 
at let go!’’ the Hulk raged. 
1 on to your doom, monster.’ 
> field on which he stood, Magneto transformed his 
a living magnet, using the power of repulsion to send 


_— 


fa rut ULTIMATE HULA 
- “Very well. | will force you.” 

And the Hulk’s fingers, straining to encompas “ 

vainst their Wi}. 

tecting Magneto > ankle, expanded against oe 

In sn, the Hulk clamped down, Hard. Magneto redoubled his 

efforts. Forced to divide his mental efforts, he lost upward momentum, 

i d pounds of him, began to drag on 


And the Hulk, all nine hundre , 
the master mutants levitating body. Magneto faltered. | 

A dangling purple ankle came within reach of a graspine gray fist. 
And the Hulk struck! 

Caught unawares, Magneto let oul wie 
unprotected ankle experienced the bone-crushing gp of the gamma- 


« the force field pro. 


q short scream of pain as his 


spawned monster. 
A moment later, they were tumbling out of the sky, mutant and 


monster, wrapped in a death clutch in which there could be no sur- 
vivor. 

On the way down, the Hulk continually pounded Magneto’s col- 
orful form in a mindless, wordless rage, not caring that his blows 
struck magnetic force lines, only that he was unleashing his unbridled 
fury on his stunned antagonist. 


Thunderbolt Ross took the field glasses down from his eyes. He 
stood in the open turret of a clanking tank, a walkie-talkie clutched 
in his free hand. He brought it to his mustached mouth. 

There he is! Open fire!”’ 
eer free coe went careening over his head, launched by 
a = ~ nd the tank. Riding a column of sputtering 
leet euch | manne. eagle of violence. 
Bs ony obscured both foes. The debris fell in a 
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fw say re Thunderbolt Ross's eves 
M_ glee. 


son " bed of force, eyes Staring skyward. Nome instinct 
mn had created a magnetic cushion that saved him 
g every bone in his scarlet-clad body. He shook off the 
+ and, righting himself, floated over to the sprawled 
4 era’ mass of unmoving muscle known only as the Hulk. 
ac more powerful than | ever dreamed, Hulk. Stull, you 
+ fool to think you could defeat Homo superior, you who 
Dee Homo sapiens. 

he Hulk did not move. He seemed not to breathe. He lay in an 
* crater the size of a small car. Another nearby crater told that 
al bounced upon impact. 

» down to solid ground, Magneto limped off, his purple 
kin tatters, to a spot where his silver egg of a magnetically 
Graft came to meet him. It opened, accepted him and took 
aki ning low where it could not be seen by the advancing tank 
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wobbled unsteadily, as if injured. 


t Ross found the remains of the shoulder-fired missile 
€ desert floor. There was no sign of the Hulk, nor of 


y an empty impact crater among strewn sandstone 
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m their Vehicles. They deployed in twos and 
not Knowing what to expect. 
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w and careful. He had witnessed 
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airmen hed on booted feet. Crouching. 
Rick tossed his rock over their heads. It landed beyond them. 

“] heard something,”’ one hissed. ‘Over there!" 

And the footsteps went tramping away. 

It was as simple as that. Time passed. The forces of Thunderbolt 
Ross moved on. Dusk came. Darkness fell with the uncanny speed of 
the desert. 

After it seemed safe, Rick came back with a canteen filled with 
water and poured it down the Hulk’s open gullet. The gray behemoth 
coughed, spat some out, and his eyelids fluttered heavily. 

“Hulk. Can you walk?” 

‘You. Boy. What . . . happened?” the Hulk asked thickly. 

*“You beat him. You beat Magneto."’ 

“The Hulk cannot be defeated,” the man-monster said, forcing 
himself into an upright position. But a rare twinge of dull pain washed 
over his wide features. 

There, in the gathering night, Rick urged the Hulk to his feet, and 


led the confused man-monster to the only ref 
uge he h | 
from a hostile world. y ge he had ever known 


Standing the Hulk before the 
: m gamma machine. : - 
manipulated the grid buttons until the powerful war, a kneeling Rick 


arming sounds of the 


ASSHULT ON AVENGERS. Mansion 


ry lives... and those of their families, ia 
, processed here, compiled from reports submitted b 
d in every major city around the globe. They are Pe 
of an individual whom some : ; 
ion of evil. 
nd one day, not too long ago, hate-filled eyes glared at these 
ms and intensely watched the movements of a particular group 


would say is the person- 


ed as he stepped from the black stretch limousine parked at the 
before Stark Mansion. The car’s suspension system seemed to 
ban with delight as the green behemoth transferred his half-ton 
ght from the leather back seat to the less resilient concrete side- 


d limos, you can count me in for the long haul.” 
‘of transistor-powered jets from overhead caused the Hulk 
fd. Sunlight glinting off the highly-polished metal of 
. Iron Man made a perfect two-point landing « few 


THE WUTUMATE WOU 
n unaffected by—or uncaring of —the noise 
"York, the occasional fearless pigeon was not out of the or. 


fron Man shook his head. “You just don’t get it, do you, lunkhead? 
N not enforcers, we're not thugs. The Avengers are meant to be 
‘a force for good, to ensure that the world is kept safe from those 
individuals who would seek to harm others in order to carry out their 
own selfish goals.” 

The Hulk frowned and waved a hand in a dismissive gesture 
“Yeah, yeah, I get it,” he barked. “Don’t get yer panties in a wad, 
pbuckethead. It was meant to be a joke.” 

Arms folded across his chest, Iron Man huffed sharply. ‘“Then you 
need to work on your material, big man. Henny Youngman, you're 
not.” 

“Maybe not,”’ the Hulk replied, ““but I sure know how to deliver 
a punchline.’’ He stepped for ard, massive hands clenching into fists 

The air filled with the sound of transistor-energized armor cycling 
to full power. *‘l think you're long ov erdue for a lesson in humility, 
fella,” Iron Man said. “‘And I'm more than willing to act as teacher.” 
He moved to meet the Hulk's advance. 

“Boys! Boys!”’ said a lilting, feminine voice from within the lim- 
sine. ‘You promised there'd be no more roughhousing!"" 
he Hulk and Iron Man stopped in their tracks and turned to face 
of the chastisement. 

relaxed from his combat-ready pose. ‘Sorry, Jan,’” he 

“Sometimes | get a litle hotheaded wearing this 


TON AVENGERS Mansion 


he way her costume hugged her splendid curves. A 
: Slowly crept across his features, and he openly leered 


a smart broad, the Hulk thought, she'd dump that book- 
she hangs around with and latch onto a real man... 
me. After all, what's a geek like Pym got that I don’t, besides 
and Bunsen burners? He’s a loser, like every other scientific 
pinhead I’ve run into. 

For a brief moment, the image of his alter ego, Robert Bruce Ban- 
ner, swam before the Hulk’s eyes. Banner was exactly the kind of 
man the Hulk hated—intellectual, scrawny . .. weak. He was useless 
in a fight, no more than a potential victim waiting for a fatal blow to 
be delivered to end his miserable existence. The Hulk, on the other 
hand, was power personified—a rampaging, gamma-irradiated dy- 
namo of destruction, feared by the world. He was, quite possibly, the 
most powerful creature on the planet. 

And one day, he considered darkly, the world might learn just how 
powerful he was if it continued to hound him... - 

Then again, Banner knew what it meant to be admired, respected, 
even loved. All the Hulk had experienced in his relatively short life 
since the gamma bomb explosion that spawned him was anger, loath- 
ing, and, occasionally, pity. Was it possible that, despite his superior 
physical strength, the Hulk could be envious of the one man he hated 
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‘Wasp’s. His head was covered by a large, metal helmet, 
microphone centered in front of his mouth—all to. 
it looked like a futuristic football helmet. In this costume, Dr. 
Henry Pym was the master of the insect world, using his cybernetic 
headgear to control entire armies of air-breathing invertebrates. By 
swallowing a capsule of his own creation, Pym was able to shrink 
down to the size of an ant. Although the miniaturization process had 
been invented for scientific purposes, Pym often used this technique 
to fight crime as the costumed hero known as the astonishing Ant- 
Man. 
More important, though, he was the Wasp’s boyfriend. 
“Js there a problem, Jan?’’ Ant-Man asked, clearly concerned. 
“Only if you're lookin’ to make one, short stuff,’ the Hulk re- 
marked gruffly. “‘I was just admirin’ how ... stylish yer girlfriend’s 
tights looked. Guess she’s not used to a charmer like me givin’ her 
the once-over.’” He laughed—a short, barking note. 
The Wasp stepped into Ant-Man’s comforting arms and shuddered. 
*“Hank,”’ she said softly, ‘‘why did you have to invite the Hulk along? 
“Uh, well, honey,’’ Ant-Man replied slowly, “‘it was your idea that 
we should form a team and continue working together after our run- 
in with Loki.” 


It was the machinations of Loki, the Norse god of mischief, that 
ad brought these heroes—plus Thor, god of thunder and Loki’s half- 
= her. The jade giant had been used as a scapegoat, ac- 
oying a section of railroad tracks where Loki had 

bundle of dynamite about to explode. The 


blame 5 returned to Earth, Loki in tow, 
fo prove to the other heroes that the Hulk was innocent With the 

trickster god defeated, it was Ant-Man and the Wasp who suggested 
the heroes combine their forces and become a team; the Wasp sug- 
gested the name ‘*The Avengers.”’ 

While the others hopped aboard a Stark International private jet, 
Thor departed for Asgard to return Loki to the Isle of Silence. Having 
grown tired of being hounded by the United States military and the 
growing super hero community, the Hulk declared himself an Avenger 
and accompanied his erstwhile teammates back to New York. Despite 
the whispered protests of Ant-Man and the Wasp, Iron Man had 
pointed out that, regardless of the jade giant’s gruff behavior and short 
temper, it was better to have the Hulk fighting with them than against 
them. 

It had certainly seemed like a good idea at the time. .. . 


The Hulk grunted. ‘‘Loki,’’ he growled. “‘If you jokers had given 
me five minutes alone with him in a room, I could’a guaranteed we'd 
never have a second run-in with that scrawny pest.” 

“Thank goodness for cooler heads prevailing, then,’ Ant-Man 
commented. ‘The /ast thing we'd need after completing our first mis- 
sion is a murder charge hanging over our heads... if it’s at all pos- 
sible to kill a god."’ 

“Would've been interesting to find out,’ the Hulk replied. ‘Il owe 

____ that runt plenty for all the trouble he caused me.”” He shrugged. ‘‘An- 
other time.”” 
Turning on his heel, he strode toward the front door of Stark Man- 
sion, the other Avengers close behind. Their attention focused on their 
mate, the trio of costumed heroes failed to notice the 
Stare of the lone pigeon across the street . . . or the 


_ constantly bickering. con- 
ob on the contro! board 


before him, he narrowed the focus of the televised image. Zoomung m 
‘on the Hulk's savage countenance “And this green-skinned creature 
seems to be the weakest link. I have received reports om this “Hulk’ 
from my agents in the southwest—fast. capable of leapme famtastc 
distances, incredibly powerful . . . but clearly possessimg 4 troglodytuc 
intellect. 

| “As a group,”” he concluded, “the Avengers are no real challenge 
t@ one such as I, even with the brute’s strength combined with the 

q abilities of his garishly-outfitted compatriots.” 

He sat back in his chair, chin resting on a gauntleted fist 
Sill __.”" he said slowly, **a test of their teamwork—even dysfunc- 
_—— ome be in order.” He turned to his tech- 

i A pa am tw ws 

foe who is not a member of their 


stantly at each other's 


Slams moved to carry out the order. Any delay 
meant punishment for all of them __ or death 


in a team,”” he explained, ‘we're pring . — are 

Some sort—a place to hang our hats, as it were Adquarters 

: ward that end, Mr. Stark has given 

family home."’ He swept a golden hand 
. to Avengers Mansion.”’ 
Hulk huffed. *‘And where is yer boss, tinhead? ; 

“i to be his bodyguard?”’ . tinhead? Aren't you 

“Mr. Stark is away on a business trip,”’ Tron Man replied, “‘and 
doesn’t require my services right now."* The golden Avenger opened 
the front door with a dramatic flick of his wrist. ‘After you, Hulk.”’ 

The green behemoth paused on the doorstep. ‘‘Waitaminnit. Even 
trackin’ around in the middle of the desert out west, I've heard a thing 
or two about these New York ‘old boys’ clubs. What kind’a dues are 
you expectin’ us to pay?”’ 

“It’s all free,’’ Iron Man said. ‘*Room and board, use of the lab- 
oratories on the second floor, even the recreation room and indoor 
swimming pool. All that’s required of you is to fight for a good 

“So, anyone can just walk in an’ be an Avenger?”’ the Hulk asked. 

“We're letting you in, aren't we, saladhead?”’ replied Ant-Man. 
“Guess that means that, for now, we're willing to lower our standards 
for membership.”’ - 
~ “You know,"” the Hulk said, glaring at Ant-Man, ‘‘I'm startin’ to 
‘Wonder how that fancy hat of yours would look jammed in your 

! Look!”’ the Wasp suddenly cried out. She pointed a gloved 
ward Fifth Avenue. 
3 over the short, stone boundary wall that enclosed Cental 
t Ii, metallic construct. Though vaguely human- 
' ne a torso-like trunk and limbs that small, 
 creature’s head was no more than 2 1% 
; is es glowed a bright 
a pair of orb-shaped cy circular 
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Panel was built into the creature's chest, and on that panel COUMd by 
Seen a number of metal discs—controls of some sort. . . or COVerings 
for gun ports. 

“Holy Hannah!’ Ant-Man exclaimed. *‘What in blazes jg thar 
thing?”’ 

The Hulk watched the mechanized marauder as it lumbered ac TOss 
Fifth Avenue toward them, causing motorists to bring their vehicle, 
to a swift halt. Brakes squealed, horns blared, and choice invectiyes 
uttered in a half-dozen languages—were hurled at the robot. 

The Hulk turned to Ant-Man. “‘I’d call it a walkin’ traffic jam.” 

Apparently mindless of the traffic nightmare it had created, the 
Oversized android pounded across the asphalt in massive strides, |; 
Was clear that it was heading straight for the Avengers. 

“Now, it’s gonna get interestin’,"” the Hulk muttered. A savage 
grin split his lips. 

“Spread out, Avengers!’’ Iron Man ordered. ‘‘Don’t ive it a sta 
tionary target. Let me have the first shot at it—my armor should be 
more than capable of taking whatever this thing can dish out.”’ 

As Iron Man moved to one side to draw the android’s attention, 
Ant-Man and the Wasp each swallowed a miniaturization capsule con 
tained in their belts. The effects were instantaneous—the two heroes 
shrunk down to the sizes of their namesakes. A pair of thin, but pow 
erful, wings sprouted from the Wasp’s back as she became smaller. 


that thing and wait for Iron Man’s signal,’’ the 
"aes find out how it feels about being stung by 
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with one of its arms, @ P 
sailed high into the ain ang nn nmi leap by 


© air and oy i 
trees with a force powerful enou ably Aver, 


irl. gh to rattle windows 
grunted, **Pantywaist."’ He smiled dar 
slam to the ground somewhere in the 
back to the robot, the j 
t, 
A panel had opened on the creature’s shoulder; from it extended a 
slim, metal rod. It looked like an antenna. 
“Helluva time tbe listenin’ to a ballgame,”’ the Hulk commented. 


kly as he heard 
ne park. Turning his 
ade giant's eyes widened at the newest 


On the other side of the world, the robot’s master gazed at the 
monitors around him as technicians worked to translate the coded 
information being relayed by the robot’s antenna. 

**As I suspected,”’ the man said, *‘Iron Man is not an android of 
inferior design, but rather a buffoon in a suit of armor. . . of inferior 
design.’ More information scrolled across the monitors. *‘As for the 
diminutive Ant-Man and Wasp, their efforts are almost comical. Pit- 

_ ting mere insects against the robot—sheer madness!” 
He tured to look at the video feed provided by the robot pigeon. 
* camera lenses were still trained on the Hulk, who remained by 
front door, picking his teeth with a green-hued fingernail. 
“My analysis is confirmed,’’ he said. ““The Hulk is the weak link 
yvengers’ armor, refusing to come to fhe aid of his compatriots 
‘it appears, he is directly threatened.”’ He manipulated controls 
ard before him. ““We shall see how he responds to this 


the robot’s body, and the 
came to a swift end. The 
‘bably been k d out— 


a9 er 
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propelled by powerful legs that tore apart the concrete sidewalk wii) 
each step. The green-skinned behemoth grinned wickedly and stepped 
away from the mansion doorway 

Bring it on, big daddy!" the Hulk bellowed. ‘When I'm finished 
with you, there're gonna be a lot of happy Sserap metal dealers.’’ He 
leapt forward to meet his opponent's charge 

Suddenly, a razor-sharp blade sprang from the base of one of the 
robot's arms. Before the Hulk could evade the weapon, Its point had 
traced a thin line across his chest, drawing green-tinged blood 


The computers 10 the informanon gathering room went wild, spew 
ing out a complex series of biochemical analyses based on the blood 
sample the Destructoid had drawn from the Hulk 

**Intriguing,”’ the Avengers’ enemy murmured. ‘“The Hulk's ge 
netic structure appears to be suffused with gamma radiation. So, that 
is the source of his powers.”’ He pondered this for a moment, then 
punched a button on the control board. *“The manner in which he 
gained his brutish strength matters not, in the end. I have prepared for 
every possible form of attack, against any possible costumed cretin 
The Hulk will fall, as will the rest of the so-called “super heroes’ 
infesting the world.”” 


The Hulk wiped away the blood that had flowed down his chest, 
his gamma-irradiated cells had already stopped the bleeding and 
hea the wound. The jade giant looked up to see a thick, metal tube 

nd from a port that had opened on the robot's chest. 

} light blazed from the tube, bathing the Hulk in green 
or a moment, the Hulk cocked his head to one side, 
the light was meant to do to him. 


OF AVENEEES mansigy 


Wt thee Hulk fought to remain conscioy 
pie erawl away from the robot, toward mye 
the open mansion door ae 
igen bombardment continued, and the Hulk y 
iby the second; he could feel ut. He dragved himself closer to 
thea foared as another stab of pain Pierced his body and 
og , be extended a hand toward the open door and froze 
j sealized that his hand, even his entire arm, had grown Sibi 
7 gasmana radiation was causing a transformation 
was changing back to Bruce Banner 
| have definitely.’’ the Hulk wheezed, **had better days.” 
— Glancing over bis shoulder, the Hulk looked up to see his mechan- 
ical gesailant raise one of its elephantine legs. It was obvious what 
the robot was going to do next: bring it crashing down on the head 
ils green-skinned opponent. In his weakened state, the Hulk would 
gut be able to survive the impact 
The leg began its deadly plummet . . . only to be intercepted by a 
blur. Striking the Destructoid in its chest, Iron Man knocked 
the Construct off balance. lis metal appendage slammed into the pave- 
Ment mere inches from its target. The Hulk silently breathed a sigh 


as growing 


| Two, you walking junkpile,”” Iron Man said, taunting the 
E The robot turned from the Hulk to focus its attention on the 


age of Iron Man's distraction, the Hulk dragged him- 
ion. With the last of his strength, he rolled behind 
ust as the transformation cycle ended. 


ti) 
the Hulk ts some yana: 
my transformanons Without another dose, 


Hulk anytime 500” Looking down af his 


aned and shook his head. Besides, running outsi 
ear of pu « a dead giveaway 10 the others that 
a 7 


ple trunks ould bi 
there's more—or rather, less—to the Hulk than meets the eye 
Turning his aftention back to the battle Bruce's gaze fell on the 
antenna that rose from the robot's shoulder The lanky scientist rubbed 


the edge of his jaw. deep in thought 
why would a robot need an antenna? Unless it’s so that 


thin, pale body, Bruce 
ide while wearing 


Now 
whoever sent the robot after us can transmit orders to it. A determined 


look formed on Bruce’s features. Maybe there is something I can do 
after all. Iron Man mentioned that there were laboratories in the man 
sion. If f can find something that could be used to block the signals 
to the robot. 


Rasing * feet, Bruce ran toward the staircase leading to the 


oo ae to the Hulk?"" Ant-Man asked through the 
the multitude of insect Sitting astride a flying ant, he was 
be f warriors that had responded to 


jmanion,”” the Wasp replied. “He didn’t 


0 need all the help we can get against this robot.’ 
do that, Jan,” replied Ant-Man. ‘‘We'll hold down the fort 


Te) 


On the second floor of Avengers Mansion, Bruce jogged down a 
corridor in search of a laboratory. Clad in black pants and 
an expensive black silk shirt belonging to Tony Stark—taken from a 
wardrobe in one of the building’s many rooms—Bruce looked more 
like a scarecrow dressed for a night on the town than a respected 
scientist. As he moved down the hallway, he made quick checks on 
each room he came upon. 

It might be a good idea, he thought, for Mr. Stark to provide a 
map of some sort to the mansion. I'm starting to wonder if I should 
leave a trail of bread crumbs so I don’t become more lost than I 
already am. 

Turning a corner, Bruce was greeted with the sight of a door 
marked ELECTRONICS RESEARCH AND DEVELOPMENT. The knob turned 
easily, and he stepped inside the room. 

The laboratory was a bit of a mess, with tubes and wires and cir- 
cuitry boards scattered across the tops of a half-dozen Formica work- 
Draped over a number of works-in-progress—devices ranging 
© from that of a microwave oven down to that of a child’s 
» block—were design blueprints. 
looks promising,’ Bruce muttered. ‘Now, if I can only find 
g useful.”” Since Bruce's background was in nuclear physics, 
night be looking at a futuristic toaster, thinking it to be 
mn. B to try, Whether or not they knew 


m behind him. 


TOE ULTIMATE WU 


any harm,”’ he stammered. “I’m Bruce , . . Bruce Berenstejy, I'm 
++ friend of the Hulk.” > 

“Really?"’ the Wasp replied, clearly not believing a word he'g said 

“TI don’t remember the Hulk ever mentioning he had any friends. }, 
fact, I can’t even Imagine anyone considering that brute 4 frieng’ 

“Yes, well... we all have crosses to bear,’’ Bruce said. He slow, 
lowered his hands and smiled. 

Much to his Surprise, the Wasp responded in kind, a smile Peeping 
Up at the corners of her mouth. She slowly shook her head. "1 ean i 
See why someone like you would want to hang around a thug like the 
Hulk. It’s something out of—"’ 

“Dr. Jekyll and Mr Hyde?”’ 

The Wasp’s smile broadened. “Beauty and the Beast.’ There Was 
a gleam in her eye that unsettled Bruce a bit. Was the Wasp actually 
Hlirting with him, in the middle of a crisis? 

Clearing his throat—and turning so the Wasp would be unable to 
See the embarrassed flush coloring his cheeks —Bruce gestured around 
the room. *‘Well, uh... while all of you were fighting that robot, | 
Saw that the front door was open. I came in hoping to find something 
that could be used against that mechanized marauder,”’ 

“Like what?’ the Wasp asked, 

“Well, I noticed an antenna protruding from the robot's shoulder 
It's my guess that the Person who sent the robot is Wansmitting in 
Structions to it. What I need is a devic 


we nodded. **I suppose so.” 
—7 rocked from the force of an explosion outside. 
; Hank...” the Wasp whispered, eyes wide with fear. 
. on!” Bruce said. He and the Wasp ran for the staircase. 


ODhey reached the sidewalk to find Iron Man flat on his back, his 

scorched and pitted. Bruce looked to the robot. Another port 

jopened on its chest to rev eal a formidable-looking weapon; smoke 
up from its muzzle. 

"Where's Ant-Man?” the Wasp asked, an edge to her voice. She 

to Bruce. “I have to find him.”’ Swallowing a miniaturization 

she shrank down to insect size and flew off to locate her 


5 tumed his attention back to the robot. It strode toward Iron 
its weaponry trained on the Golden Avenger'’s chest. 
fe looked down at the tiny jammer in his palm. With Ant-Man 
Wasp essentially out of the fight, and the Hulk no longer 
le, the only person now who could try to stop the metal ma- 
a lanky scientist—a scrawny. intelligent, weak man, as the 
“I have definitely had better days.”’ 


0 the robot's shoulders, Bruce pulled himself toward the 
the scientist's presence, spun wildly 


e held on, fighting down the bile 


hroat, and inche 


to get rid of me that € 
mplished what I've set out 


he felt rising in his 
-#you’re not going 
through gritted teeth. “Not until I've acco 

to do... no matter how suicidal such an act might be.”” 


With a final lunge. Bruce grabbed hold of the antenna with one 
hand. His other hand dipped into the breast pocket of his shirt, where 
he had stored the jammer. As his fingers closed over the device, Bruce 
looked up in time to sce the robot raise one of its massive arms 
Sunlight gleamed along the serrated edge of the blade that extended 
_ from the base of the arm—a blade crusted with dried, green-hued 


from th 
blood. 
Bruce pulled the jammer from his pocket. 

= blade arced backward, targeted at his skull. 

s clamped the jammer to the robot’s antenna and flicked the 
switch. 

int of the blade dipped toward the scientist's head . . . and 
The robot stood frozen in place. 

device had worked. 

his eyes and gazed upward. The blade had halted 
psenlp. Releasing his grip on the antenna, Bruce 
. He exhaled sharply, not realizing until now 


Nikita 


concrete caught his attention 
tuce saw Iron Man slow! 
y Ant-Man an 


hey hac Come through their ordeal a little 
were all alive. And it was all due to the ate 
man. 


an Avenger in his own night 


d the armored tyrant, jumping to his feet. ““This can- 


fist slammed down on the control board. cn 
) jumped from the damaged circuitry beneath 
planned for every contingency—no costumed meddler on 
of the Earth could have bested my Destructoid.”” He pointed 
framed image of Bruce displayed on the main monitor 
my plan sabotaged by some non-entity is unacceptable! 
fumed to his technicians, who stood frozen with fear. “You 
ut who this cretin is—where he lives, who his loved ones 
Weaknesses he possesses. He has much to answer for, and 
come when he will learn what it means to cross my path 
he dies.”” 
ih the Earth, in a special room known to only a few 
Victor Yon Doom, monarch of Latveria, sat and 


ushing the 


al 


Banner closed the folder and added it to the others piled in 
front of him, All were bright red, visual shorthand for Top secrer. 
Bach bore a label in his neat handwriting: ABSORBATRON, SUNDAY 
PUNCH, GAMMA GUN, and more, The names were not of his choosing, 
and born of some bureaucrat’s fevered imagination, but he had long 
since accepted them. 

“So Project 34 is a wash,’’ he concluded. **Everything else is on 
schedule, including the tactical shell tests.”’ 

At the other end of the conference table, General Thaddeus ‘*Thun- 
derbolt”” Ross puffed a cigar and scowled. ‘“The prototype worked 
well enough,”* he said. 

“The prototype was a model, a miniature,’ Banner responded, 
“Relatively easy to stabilize. Extending the force field area requires 
power increases on an exponential level. Several exponential levels, 
actually." 

“1 understand,”’ Ross said. 

Banner knew that he didn’t. 

Major Glenn Talbot, the base Security Officer, was seated beside 
Ross. He looked skeptical, but didn’t speak. Banner knew that Talbot 
him. Talbot had little patience with cowards or traitors, and he 
Banner of being both. 
bout the Robot?’’ Ross asked. 
we use another name for it,” Banner said. ‘‘It’s not 
observation bunker, proof against—’’ 
ir Force,’’ Ross interrupted. “The Air Force 
Robot. Now, what's the status?” 

*> Banner said. ‘“We never re- 


THE ULTIMATE OLA 


That temporary success had generated new interest. Inquires had fo) 


lowed, about building another prototype, customized for tactical ine 

“7 talked to Stark International,"’ Banner continued, *"They can 
provide us with a replacement chassis, but not for eight months. The 
titanium laminates are particularly difficult to" 

“That's too long Could they be dragging their feet?’’ Talbot asked 
Ross. ‘Stark holds many government contracts. | can look into their 
status, perhaps pull some strings.’ 

Ross nodded, ‘Do it ” He pointed at Banner. “I want a second 
field test in two months, No excuses. Talbot will take care of Stark,” 

“*Yes, General.’’ Banner spoke with quiet resignation. No one had 
asked about the wisdom of proceeding. Likely, no one would. 

“So much for old business,’ Ross said. ‘‘On to the new.’ He 
pushed an intercom button, and another man entered the room. He 
was remarkably nondescript, with an average build and unmemorable 
features. 

“This is Dr. Wendell Scheer. He’s a psychiatrist,’’ Ross said. 
Scheer extended his hand, and Banner took it. ““The Pentagon’s got 
some questions about workplace stress,’’ Ross continued. ‘“The big- 
wigs are worried about our performance rating.”’ He didn’t look as if 
ed 
can understand that,’’ Banner said dryly. Recently, the base had 
i of disasters and near-disasters, from equipment sab- 
wasions. 

s, taking some notes, chatting,’’ Scheer said. Even 
ep lait 204 slnnon. Sonat “Tl try to 
; <4 > pate gts a a a4 

" 7h - 


° 


can ecna?? 


D .”’ He spoke as if readi 
reading from a pr 
| High Command regularly assess the Sahilly-of per ee 
missile silos across the country. Surely you'll Mepis: 
. a 6 
pay the same attention to the men who create ale — — 
Ross looked more uncomfortab sages) 
ortable now, and Banner realized wh 
The general, for all his faults, was a di iene. 
j » Was a direct man who didn’t like sub- 
terfuge. Besides, Ross wasn’t the s cals 
; asn't the sort to put much stock in stress 
analysis or psychotherapy. 
There was more to this situation than met the eye. Whose idea had 
eo Who would Scheer really report to? The Pentagon, or Tal- 
“But, my work is classified. He can’t—"’ 
**Scheer is cleared to your level,’’ Talbot interrupted. 
“*Besides,’’ Scheer said, ‘‘it’s not like I'll understand most of what 
you do.’ He grinned, suddenly becoming a bit less anonymous. 
“Come on, Dr. Banner. Play along, and make the best of it. It’s not 
e you have any choice.” 
2oss nodded. ‘Orders are orders,’ 
ered if the words carried a second meaning. 


* he said, so slowly that Banner 
‘*And you've got 


te your making time for me, Dr. Banner,”” Scheer said. 
= psychiatrist an office in the Administra- 


desk. Scheer sat behind it now. He had 


> canceled this morning's 
; “_— 


il rat auvinart 


Scheer shook his head. “‘I'm not here to analyze you. That isa, 
my assignment, and analysis doesn’t work that way.'" He pauseq 
“Look, the only way this is going to work is if you're honest with 
me, and the only way that even might happen 1s if I’m honest with 
you.” 

Banner didn’t respond. =. 

“My job is to assess emotional and mental stability in general, but 
my orders are to focus specifically on you. Not exclusively, but to 
the greatest extent possible. There have been complaints, reports—*’ 

“I can guess who made them,’’ Banner said. 

“Their origin doesn’t concern me; their contents do. You've been 
prone to disappearances without explanation. Hardly good behavior at 
a military facility. There have been reports of torn clothing and mood- 
iness. Erratic behavior. Test schedules are slipping—’"’ 

“IT don’t do badly,’ Banner said. Anger, a too-frequent companion 
these days, welled up within him. With effort, he fought it down, and 
made himself sound merely testy. ‘“You try juggling ten developmen- 
tal programs at once, and you might be surprised at how well I do.”’ 

**Probably,’’ Scheer said. *‘But you were doing better before the 
gamma bomb incident.” 

Banner flinched, an image of his other half, his darker face, flashing 
through his mind. 

The Hulk. 

“You may not believe it,” Scheer continued, ‘‘but I’m here to help. 
I'm not fencing against you. I'm not Ross, I’m not Talbot—’’ 
“You're talking as if I were paranoid,”’ 


B Pre 
“Those men may not be my friends anner said, irritated. 


- rival 


“What do you mean’?"’ 

“| know Ross is no fun to work for,”’ Ra 
how Talbot feels less kindly about you es tis pos shy: oa 
It seems to me that you have ample justification to vadean ae 
The fact that you don’t is troubling.”’ —— 

oT i ‘ 7S ‘ ” as 
"ann — things on my mind,"* Banner said. *‘I don’t have 

“Emotions have a purpose, Dr. Banner. The ‘bad’ ones as well as 
the ‘good.’ You won't get anywhere denying them.”’ 

‘onpeeal almost laughed. Scheer had no idea that Banner's current 
existence, precarious as it was, depended on denying certain emotions. 
Anger, hatred, fear—any of them could trigger the change and turn 
him into the Hulk. 

“Can we talk about this some other time?’’ Banner asked. “‘T've 
got work to do.”’ 

Scheer nodded, ‘‘Fair enough,”’ he said. ‘I'd like to watch—" 

The phone rang, and Scheer answered it. He sighed as he returned 
the receiver to its cradle. ‘‘Speak of the devil, and he answers. That 
was Talbot. He wants to see you in his office. Now.” 

Banner stood. ‘‘Until later, then,’’ he said. He had a feeling he was 
about to find out why the morning test run had been canceled. 

_ Scheer nodded, but remained silent. The only sound he made was 
the scratching of his pencil as it moved along one page of the open 


vv 


e exited the office, Banner wondered what Scheer was writing. 


- were you last night, Banner?’” Talbot asked. His office 
e ground floor of the Administration Building, near Ross’s. 
been interviewed there before and knew the place well. 
i sred file room; the other, which Banner had 
led to the hallway. 

carefull 


came back at 1050 hours, I want to knew whet you ware doin, 
after midnight.”’ Nate, 

“Sleeping, mostly. | read a little,"’ 

“You didn’t leave your quarters after midnight?" 

“No, of course not,”’ Banner said. ‘‘And if I had, I’m Sure One 
your men would have spotted me."’ 

“True enough,"’ Talbot said curtly, ‘‘Deeley said you hadn't left 
all night. But you've slipped past sentries and guards before,”’ 

“Never deliberately,’’ Banner said. ‘‘Let’s make a deal. You tell 


me when I'm under surveillance, and I'll keep your watchdogs posted 
on my whereabouts.”’ 


of 


Talbot's response was a glare. He had long since made his Suspi 
cions about Banner excruciatingly clear. As far as Talbot was con- 
cerned, Banner knew, the scientist was at best unreliable, and at worst, 
a traitor. Even more troubling, Talbot was good enough to suspect a 
connection between Banner and the Hulk, though he had no idea what 
that connection was. Talbot had already tried to revoke Banner's se- 
curity clearance. Only the lack of solid evidence and the fact that the 
scientist's skills were very nearly irreplaceable had kept him working. 

“Do you want to tell me what this is all about?’ Banner asked. 

“IT was hoping you could do that,’’ Talbot said. ‘‘But that would 
be doing things the easy way, right?’’ 

Banner didn’t say anything. 

Talbot handed him a photograph. It showed a twisted mass of shat- 
tered metal, thick armor torn to ribbons by some incredible force. The 
destruction was so complete that Banner took nearly a minute to rec- 
ognize what the pieces of wreckage had been. With effort, he could 


out a shattered gun turret, and segments of tractor treads—all 


consistent wi 
i, be with the Hulk's,’ 
we will.” 
$ been wrongl 
P gly Suspected before,”’ Bann 
before your time, though.”’ bhea a er said slowly 
earned the title of the Wrecke onths before, a foreign 

His z cker by destroying sever: 

h NG had been devastat 2 several project 
ed on the Hulk. That incident had on cat den ss 
$ assignment to the base SR EDO SE SNS Ope 
\ me you defend him, Banner?’’ Talbot said. “‘Wt 
fon with that monster? He's been implicated yap hie 

He’ : plicated in at least a dozen 
gata a s wrecked every weapon we've thrown agains 
° Committed millions of dollars worth of etnias ae 
paged in some of the nation’s most prow 
Be populous cities, including 
Mork.” Talbot handed Banner another photograph. * pares: 
’ 

Banner looked at the picture. It showed the body of a 
ed man, with open, sightless eyes that bulged from their sock 
were suffused with blood, and his head rested at an 
‘ible angle. 

Private Alan Rodgers,” 
when the Hulk pulled off his raid.” 


through Banner's growing sense of agitation. The 
; itted the crime, that he 
ulk was Bruce Banner, and 
in bed the 


Talbot said. “We don't 
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off, nervously awaiting the next call 

or Was different. He was an unknown quantity, one that Banner 

to think was unknowable, Colorless and quiet, the wit 

insinuated himself into the base's daily routine and blended 
chameleon into the environment. More than once thinking he 

: Banner looked up from a test sequence to find Scheer 

; observing his every movement. It was unnerving, Banner liked 

and prided himself on being observant, two qualities useful 

man with such a big secret to hide. Now he had to wonder if 
inadvertently given Scheer any clues about his double life, and 

how good Scheer was al piecing such clues together 

y, during a private session, he raised th ubject 

What do you think of us so far’ he a ked 

base? It's an insulated community Scheer replied Too 

General morale is reasonably good, considering the circum 

3 lou, however... .” 
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chameleon into the environment. More than once thinking he 

: Banner looked up from a test sequence to find Scheer 

; observing his every movement. It was unnerving, Banner liked 

and prided himself on being observant, two qualities useful 

man with such a big secret to hide. Now he had to wonder if 
inadvertently given Scheer any clues about his double life, and 

how good Scheer was al piecing such clues together 

y, during a private session, he raised th ubject 
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base? It's an insulated community Scheer replied Too 

General morale is reasonably good, considering the circum 

3 lou, however... .” 
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THE ULTIMATE HOLE 


‘Be that as it may, | know you risked your life to save a civilian 
intruder,’ Scheer continued, “I know how much radiation you ab- 
sorbed, and I know that your survival is still a medical mystery.” 

Banner thought about that night, as he often did. He thought about 
an impudent teenager in a beat-up jalopy, and about an explosion that 


had turned night into day He thought about the shock wave and the 


thunder, and his own screams— screams that had continued well into 


morning 
He thought about the Hulk. 
“That was a fluke,”* he said. 
‘Most men, after an exper 
maybe reassess their lives. You didn’t. You buried yourself in your 


ence like that, would take time off, 


work." 

“My country needs me, needs the work | do,”” Banner said 

Scheer nodded. ‘‘And I think you need it, too.”” 

Banner flinched, stung by the words. To have any hope of curing 
himself of the Hulk, he needed access to a fully equipped nuclear 
facility. “The Air Force funds what | do,’’ he said slowly. 

“There’s more to it than that, 1 think,’’ Scheer said. 

Banner stared at him, at Scheer’s suddenly penetrating gaze. Words 
came to his lips, unbidden. ‘I’m loyal,”* he said softly, without know- 
ing why he spoke. 

'“‘Inever said you weren't,” Scheer said. ‘‘I think you’ ve got prob- 


vor’s guilt, for one. You lived though an 
of thousands in Hiroshima and Nagasak! 


FITEALL 


7” woaner asked, “Te a doctor, an M.D. [° ve taken 
¢ Oath. ‘Do No Harm.’ But I'm a military psychi Z 
of my work is to make men ready to kill other Bain " 
Banner looked at him, suddenly sympathetic, 
“How?” he asked. ‘‘How do you resolve a conflict like that?”* 
“Sometimes you don’t,”’ Scheer said. ‘But you can maninge it 
strike a balance. You have to.’’ He looked bleak for a moment, and 
then the mask of anonymity settled back into place as he resumed his 
questions. 


The base was flanked on one side by foothills—the first rough 
outcroppings of the local mountain range. The Robot hugged their 
shadows for as long as possible before traversing the sandy expanse 
between them and the main perimeter. The noon sun beat down with 
relentless intensity, and lit him in its glare. Against the white sand 
and blue sky, the intruder’s red metal contours were impossible to 
miss and easily recognized, Before he had taken a dozen steps, some 
sentry sounded the alarm—a harsh, shrieking wail that split the air. 
A moment after that, the first shots were fired. 

The Robot didn’t care 

Bullets meant nothing to the man inside the mechanical suit. Bruce 
Banner's designs had made the Robot nearly indestructible. The Robot 
knew that he was immune to anything the soldiers could use against 
him. 

The reverse wasn't true, of course. 

a More bullets smashed into the Robot as he moved forward. An 
guard post was in his path, so he paused to topple it, driving 
4 support member, He paid little attention to the tower 
» hailstorm of small- and medium-arms fire that 
silized in defense of their base. A 


He ignored it. 


enough. : 
the motor poo! area, 2 jeep roared at him, in, 
machine gun spitting lead The driver gunned the en. 
threw himself from the vehicle and his partner followed suit, 
lammed into the Robot in a futile 
progress. The armored man kicked the wreckage 


gine and 
co that it was an empty jeep that s 
atiempt to stop his 
aside and kept walking 

The motor pool area was near the helicopter launch pad, and both 
were near the above-ground fuel reserves It was an efficient layout, 
but a vulnerable one. The Robot approached a fuel tank and dug one 
steel claw deep into it, then peeled back the metal skin. Gasoline 
gushed out and splashed onto the tarmac In seconds, the highly flam 
mable liquid was inches deep beneath parked transports and helicop 
ters. 
The Robot drew a flare gun 

Area personnel gave frightened yells and ran 

The man inside the Robot scarcely noticed He fired a flare into the 
gasoline pooled at his feet, then started moving again, even as the 
world around him tured into thunder and flames 


Banner was leaving Scheer's office when he heard the alarm st- 
then the explosion. In seconds, the Administration Build- 
were crowded with frightened staff; officers barked angry 


in time, he realized. No one would ; 
' faded, swept axide by a tide of , we 0 Thes 
; IMCHOTING anpey that 
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them. Clothes split and fell away. Skin thick 1 and — 
. ened an reened. anc 
; Me color changed, 100, a5 4 fair complexion became emeral 7 and 
” emerald greer 
) No,” Bruce Banner said softly, in futile denial 
. “Yes!” the Hulk replied exultantly Ye 
“a Then he looked around for something to smast 
No one tried to stop the Robot as he went about his busiy Most 
nel were either flecing the holocaust in the fu« re “ 
to douse it. Either way, they were too busy to deal with him 
q smashed through the Administration Buildin outer wall and 
2 orked here 


de. Before stealing the metal suit, the man had w 
feover spy, so he knew the precis« location of his objective 
ered toward Talbot's office and tore the rein 
m mn then went to work on the locked cabin 
lulk stepped into the room and punched 
I" the behemoth roared. 


forced door from 
cts insice 


him in the head 


regained his balance 
” 
he Robot again. “An- 
anner’s, but some 


vee TMT 


othe Halk demamted A AGNI Hen, 
hore mountain Naw, hit ehiatie Meniy, 
hey axl battles! an the poor went down a bamtamibens ii: 


i i 
—— see a boramtess pit,” the RObOH said, ology, 
“There's ” rs he pri The Suit (he Miah WORE had Protepigg 
annoyed by the Hu 


1 but it had laken weeks fo claw Hee Way WWek (9 (hyp 
ne a vo he satd, ae though aclenting & ditobedion, 
surface “Lio away, HOV \ 


ohh 1 don't have time for you 
at 
. © Tene wed 
Make the tine he monster snarled He grinned an Wy 


*;HeTHIN Worth py 
b h be wase’t offen that the Hulk found something 1 puny 
MSs axcxaul . 


melting 
i don't tink so 


» , saint his attacker's skull 
ing bis areas Munt clubs. He slammed them again ‘ 


The Hulk howled in response, so the Robot hit him again, The tira 
be 2 JW 1 ' 


The Robot retracted his hand assemblies, mak 
c 


blow had obviously peaned the monster, but the second one didn't 
seem to. 

The Robot found that development troubling 

Hah!"* the Hulk said. “You'll have to hit harder than that! Like 
this!” He drew back one fist and brought it forward again 


This time, the force sent the Robot smashing through the structure's 
walls 


The Hulk followed 

Sprawled on the ground outside, the Robot looked up, astonished 
It didn’t seem possible. He had actually fallen 
he exclaimed. ‘You're geting stronger!"* 

“Madder!”” the Hulk correct 
bot's face plate, 


“T don’t believe iu” 


ed. He smashed a fist against the Ro 


PITAL 


SBD SnUHY. Ut Was the taees tr 
Of Bruce 
shell based on gamma bomb tec ~ 


hnology, 


ledge came tg him with 
Tage and Confusig He 
W he knew 


s death. 
recognized it instantly. The knowl 
: clarity, unobscured by his usual fog of 
gnew what it was, even if he didn't know ho 
‘He knew the danger. 
The Hulk threw himself on the bomb even as the dey 
Heat and light and thunder erupted from jt. muffled = exploded. 
body—but something else was released by the blast. as irs. 
radiation spilled forth, enough to kill countless scores of neal 
[It wasn’t enough to kill the Hulk a 
Long seconds after the blast, he lurched to his feet. and looked 
around. The Robot was already lost to sight, but that didn’t matter. 
What aa matter was the familiar sensation sweeping through him, : 
oe the Hulk muttered. ‘‘No! I mustn't become the puny Banner 
He didn’t have any choice. Once again, muscles and bone flowed 
and reshaped themselves, but dwindling this time, fading away into 
‘nothingness. In seconds, the Hulk was gone, replaced by the smaller, 
‘weaker form of Bruce Banner. 
ifter the world had stopped spinning around him, Banner stumbled 
blast site and hurried to his lab. No one encountered him on 
ly, which was a relief, because his current outfit—torn pants, 
es, no shirt—would take some explaining. At the lab, he donned 
lothes he kept there for such occasions. His mind was racing. 
obot had somehow returned was bad enough. That i 


Tat wirinart Wet 


He had designed the Robot and the bombs, and his own alter evo haa 


twice failed to stop their thief The Robot had to be found, and fac 
The marauder had to be stopped. but Banner knew that there was 1 


chance Talbot would let him help 10 the search 

The utility closet yielded tools and a walkie-talkie. He grabbed 
them, and an electronic scanner like the one he had used before 
track the Robot. Perhaps where the Hulk had failed, Bruce Bane 
could succeed. If he could find the Robot's lair, perhaps disarnn th 


shell 
if 


After a mile or so, the rough foothills gave way to even crappie 


weathered rock, marked by crags and crevasses. Banner knew thr 
mountains well. Despite his slight build, he was 
who had spent countless hours « xploring them, ferreting out ihe 


erets even as he worked to hide his own A doven local cave 


an accomplished hike 


held 


caches of clothing, food and equipment, hidden there against the day 
he would need them. He suspected he would find something else ii 
the area, too 
The previous month, the Hulk had battled the Robot in this ma 
of sun-bleached rock. The armored man had hidden himsell here « 
he struck at the base, using a missile improvised from Banners 0% 
equipment. Now, logic told Banner that the Robot had almost certain! 
d to this lonely locale. There was nowhere else that the sabotcu! 


held confirmed his theory, He had configured 
the Robot's 


stepped out from behind a rock. *‘I asked you what 
jatrist repeated, in a tone somewhat different from 
bing one. He looked tired and dirty, and obvi- 


patient, pro 

“What are you doing here?’’ Banner demanded. ‘*Did Talbot set 

a ‘on me?” 

* §cheer shook his head. “‘I keep telling you, I don’t work for Tal- 

pot,” he said testily. “But I’m beginning to fee] some sympathy for 
him. You score very high in the ‘erratic behavior’ category, Dr. Ban- 
ner. A man less patient than I might view your actions with greater 


suspicion.” 
Questions raced through Banner’s mind, but he voiced none of 
them. What was he going to do now? How much did Scheer know? 


Why had the psychiatrist followed him? 

“T saw you back at the base,’ Scheer saic 
forehead. ‘‘Saw you run back to the lab, your c 
lowed you.” 

7 Banner’s heart skipped a beat. What else had the doctor seen? 

; on was smart, observant, and a skilled interviewer. More than 

in private sessions, Banner had found himself telling the psy- 

st things he ordinarily kept secret. 

‘much did Scheer know? How much had he deduced? 

sould have called Talbot, but I didn’t want to. I still don’t But 
too many questions,’’ Scheer said. “Talbot's questions. 


1. He sat and mopped his 
Jothes torn. So I fol- 


faster now. A feeling of hopelessness washed 


di the fire,”” Scheer said. ““You built the Robot 


ive guTinatt WOU > 


swallowed, tried to think peaceful thoughts It vhs te, He consig 
feel the change coming, too strong (0 be denied, “Back (0 the brag 
Please. Leave me here.” 

Something in Banner's tones gave Scheer pause. “What 18 it, tay? 
What's wrong?” 

Banner's breath came in short 
“You've got to go back,"* he repe 

The need to keep his own secret and his concern for Scheer’s safety 


asps now, hard to shape into words 
ated, more forcefully this time 


struck at him like twin hammer blows. His clothes and shirt suddenly 
felt tight, and a glance at his fingertips showed a greenish tinge. Ban 
ner dropped the scanner, ¢ jutched his throat 

“Just leave me!’ he begged ‘Go! 

The scanner hit the rocks It gave a warning ¢ hirp, but neither man 
noticed 

Scheer stepped closer, ‘“What 1s it?’ he repeated, “‘A seizure’ 

Banner could barely make sense of his words. Every iota of his 
will was focused on stalling the change, forcing the Hulk back another 
minute, another second 


A grating noise suddenly sounded, loud and ominous. The noise 
that metal boots made as they dragged along rock 
Banner and Scheer looked up. Something huge lumbered into view 
something red and metallic and only vaguely humanoid 
_ “The Robot?"’ Banner heard Scheer whisper 


turning into the Hulk didn’t seem like such a bad idea 
metal limb lashed out, and darkness fell. 


FITFALL 


and, although the Hulk’s memories were not Banner’ s 

: knew that it had ended rather conclusively. A Single i 

welled up from the recesses of his mind—the Robot, tum! wi 

a shadowed pit at the cave’s center, ; 

He could see that pit now. The Robot stood on the other side of it 

“Talk, blast you!”’ the Robot bellowed. His back was to Bans 
blocking the scientist’s view of Scheer. Neither had realized yet that 
Banner was awake. *‘Who are you?”’ 

Scheer didn’t reply. 

“Bah! I don’t need you! I have the man! I have his work! My 
Leader will reward me well for both!’’ the Robot crowed. 

Banner looked around. A neat bundle of bright red file folders 
tested on one rocky ledge. He knew what they had to be—his own 
feports and schematics for highly classified weapons systems. Next to 

_ them was something else he recognized. 

The second warhead. 
“You can’t do this!’’ Scheer pleaded. 
The Robot lifted his captive and turned. Banner could see Scheer 
Bruised, bleeding, the man had obviously been beaten. Banner 
d through barely open eyes as the Robot trudged toward the 
| yawned at the cave’s center. 
er’s pulse raced. Suddenly, his headache seemed a bit less 
|, and his bonds became a bit tighter. His eyes opened wider. 


bling 


no chance to save his clothes, but maybe— 
his shoes. They wouldn’t fit the Hulk, but Bruce 


later 


ne ULTIMATE MULE 


The psychiatrist's eyes opened wide, as vee was displaced by 4 
look of realization . .. OF perhaps, understan ing 

The Robot held Scheer above the depths, “Let's see if you om 
climb out of here,"’ he said. 

The ropes holding Banner bit deep into wrists suddenly 166 jaro, 
for them, then broke and fell away 

Scheer fainted 

The Hulk threw himself at the Robot 

He slammed into the Robot's back, just above the mid-section, ang 


sent him skidding back from the pit’s lip. As the Robot tumbled back 
wards, he dropped Scheer. The unconscious man fell to the cave floor 
a safe distance from the chasm. 
“The Hulk!? You're still alive? How did you get here?’’ the Re 
»bot 
demanded. He sounded almost querulous ‘Why must you alway 
interfere?" 
‘No talk,"’ the Hulk responded. ‘*Fight!’’ He punched the Robot 
again and again. 
The Robot struggled to his feet. The suit he wore included gyro 
— stabilizers; once he was upright, they kept him that way 
ve had enough of you, Hulk,’’ he said, digging the pincers of 
his right hand deep into his assailant’ s ievi 
ana s assailant’s throat. Achieving a good grip, 
= a 29 along the cave’s floor. 
ulk made a gurglin ise, ¢ ‘ ; 
aa aah “ ig noise, and dug at the steel fingers. Im- 
Possil 00 tough for even the Hulk 2 ac 
ae “et eatetlae ulk to bend back— 
— . a hl pincers were less durable. With a 
stoma ae Pped open. Freed from the steely grip, 
aga eee charge. 
lhe Robot said. “I've got what I " Hi 
~~ need,”’ His 
around the second gamma shell. 


TITEALL 


‘you survived the first blast, Hulk,” 
t yield, or we'll find if you can survive the 
ed at him, unmoving. 
Rol said. **The strongest crea 
er order!’’ He laughed again. aces ce ming 
P A 8, Hulk!" 

of obeying, the Hulk made his hands into fists and rate h 
n, fast and hard, against the cave floor. The ancient a 
‘id the Robot said. The shock wave hit him. He stumbled, then 
ili holding the bomb. 
the Robot fell, the Hulk rose. ‘*Yes!”’ he roared. 
h Robot kicked at him, but the Hulk kicked back. The Robot 
jded and slid away skating over the pit’s edge. At the last instant, 
groped desperately and found purchase with the steel fingers of his 
hand. They dug deep into the rock and kept him from falling. 
“No,”’ the Robot said. Only his head and shoulders were visible 
ye the pit. ‘‘Please, not again. I surrender.”’ 
‘The Hulk stepped closer. 

“Please, don’t let me fall. 1 don’t want to 
le don’t let me fall,’ the Robot pleaded. *‘I 


the Robot 
second,"* 


fall down there again. 
surrender, Hulk. I 


nething in his words struck a chord buried deeply in the Hulk’s 
bulent consciousness. His lips shaped the words, but it was some 
pect of Bruce Banner who spoke. “I won't let you fall,” he said, 


g one hand. 


bot’s other hand came up from the shadows. It still held the 


s Hulk over the head with the metal cylinder’s side, 
its detonator, striking hard enough to break even the 
d, more out of anget than pain. Bright 


- pomb carefully on the 


ae 


Tot ULTIMATE WOU 


broke along spider-webbed cracks anne — and 
then spread some more, The rock shatt great, 
that offered no purchase to the Robot's desperate BFP. The ean atl 


the armor gave a howl of terror 

, ruce Banner* 
Not knowing why, still motivated by some shred a - eae ty 
compassion, the Hulk reached out again to a ster e 
He watched helplessly as the Robot fell backward a ; 


» bomb fell, too. 
hoe mere shriek of terror echoed up from the depths for long 
rowned out by the gamma shell's detonation, 
Ils, the blast roared upward in a 
The beam’s incandescent 


moments, only to be d 
Caught and shaped by the pit's wa 
vertical shaft of light and heat and radiation. 
fringes caught the Hulk and bathed him in the 
By the time the explosion’s last echo had faded, the Hulk no longer 


ir radiance, 


stood at the pit's brink 
Bruce Banner did 


“used the walkie-talkie to call help. That's about all,’ Scheer 
concluded. He looked less nondescript today. Bruises and bandages 
marked his bland features 

“No, it’s not,’ Talbot said. They were in the office previously 
assigned to Scheer, but it was Talbot's now, at least until his spaces 
were repaired. **] want to know why you followed Banner 

“Because I saw him leave and couldn't find anyone else to do the 

Everyone was busy at the fire.”’ 
: I want to know why Banner followed the Robot.”’ 
= une saw the Robot leave, and couldn't find anyone else 


responded, ‘*l might believe 


fo. 


‘ 
| sheimped Whe diel, it wae white | Wis unconscious, Talk 
“ i nr 

Sh have,” Talbot wild “1 will, Tell tne, just what do you think of 
cae Chie wolenitiat 

“ples tougher that he looks, for one thing, Seheer said. “4 could 
fuely Keep Uy) With hii On those trails.” 

“That's hot what T ihean. I'tn talking professionally. You must 
have sotie Kea Of What makes him tick. Tell me.” 

“TD havent written my report yet, Major,’ Scheer said, “and when 
Tit won't be addressed to you. If our superiors decide you need 
Wo know what's tn it, you will’ 

Talbot glared at him 

The payehiatrist relented, ‘But | can give you some general com- 
Mente OF the base as a whole, I'm amazed any of you can function 
dt all, Bad enough that you're so isolated, an hour from town, Bad 
enough that you've got such tight schedules and such high-pressure 
projects. In the last year or so, this installation has seen sabotage, 
Aitweks by monsters, and even an alien invasion.” 

“Most of that was before my time,"’ Talbot said stiffly. 

“Oh, it's not an accusation, Major. I'm sure you do your job well. 
That's a minor miracle, all by itself.’’ Scheer grinned. ‘I can’t imag- 
ihe & position I'd less rather have. I've been here a week, and I got 
; J by a giant robot hell-bent on stealing America’s secrets. 
like that’s ever happened to me before—but for you folks, 
as usual. No wonder performance ratings have slipped."” 
0 2” Talbot asked. “Other than security, 1 


arrived shows compassion. rf 
“1 can think of other explanations ight: Compe” 


“Maybe. That doesn’t make them 
oan Talbot said. ‘He's hiding something, Someday, somehow, 


I'll find out what.” 


Banner watched Scheer emerge from the Administration Building. 
They had not spoken since medics had carried the still-unconscious 
Scheer back to base. Twice, Banner had tried to visit him in the in- 


firmary; twice, he had been turned away by armed guards. Now, he 


saw his chance. aid 

“Dr. Scheer,’’ he said, stepping closer. ‘How are you? 

Scheer looked at him wanly, *‘l'll live,’ he replied. He tapped one 
temple. *‘Mild concussion, from when the Robot dropped me. I need 
aspirin, fluids, and bed rest. Talbot can spare me the first two, but not 
the third.” 

Banner looked at him, wondering what to say. Scheer was a trained 
observer with a good memory, he knew. He remembered the psy- 
chiatrist, still in the Robot’s grasp, staring desperately at him, He 
remembered seeing the terror in Scheer’s eyes become something else. 

How much had Scheer seen? How much did he remember? 

What had he told Talbot? 

During the long wait for help to arrive, Banner had toyed with 
simply leaving—leaving Scheer, leaving Betty, leaving behind an ex- 

-istence that the Hulk had ruined. Let Ross find a new scientist to bully, 
ot find someone else to torment, let Betty find another man to 
ly Scheer, helpless and unconscious, had given him pause 


rviving in difficult circumstances 
Try to look at it that way.” 
words seemed to carry hidden Meaning. Banner } 
d, but couldn't read anything in Scheer’s eyes, 
guess,’” he said. 
gd Thank you. Thanks for staying until help came."” Scheer took 
Banner’s hand in his and shook it. ‘I owed you for that, and more”” 

“Um, I—”’ 

“Too bad I missed so much of the excitement, though,”’ Scheer 
said. ‘I wish I had seen the Hulk.” 

“You didn’t—’’ Banner began. 

“Live with it, Bruce,’’ Scheer said softly. He repeated words he 
had spoken days before. ‘‘Learn to manage it. Strike a balance.”’ 

Banner watched, stunned, as Scheer turned and strode towards the 
guest barracks. He kept watching, wondering, even after the psychi- 
-atrist was lost to sight. 
Banner thought about the Hulk, who had stolen so much of his life; 
en he thought about Scheer, held helpless in the Robot’s claws. 

eer would be dead now, if not for the Hulk. The base would be 

too, killed by the blast that Banner's other self had smothered. 
Hulk was a curse, certainly. 
ut maybe, sometimes, in some situations, a curse could be a bless- 
0. Maybe there was some balance in that. 
thoughtful smile that came all too rarely these days, Banner 
and headed back to his lab and his life. 


looked at him, 
“Uh, thanks, I 


OF THE DARKNESS 


sto amidst the flaming wreckage. He was as massive 
tall; a seven foot wall of solid muscle. His skin was emerald 
ad he was wearing nothing but the tattered, torn remnants of 
purple slacks. His face looked almost Neanderthal, with a 
ed brow that practically hung over his wild eyes, a small, 
and a large wide mouth that seemed permanently carved 


fis angry eyes darted back and forth as he watched the flames lick 
dance upon the torn, twisted chunks of metal that were strewn 
the woods, deep within the Rocky Mountains of northwestern 
rh America. He took a deep breath, filled his lungs with the cool, 
fternoon air, and grunted in satisfaction. 

minutes ago, this wreckage had been six United States Air 
fighter jets, which had fired upon him with state-of-the-art, heat- 
ing, guided missiles—weapons powerful enough to destroy every- 
Within a ten-block radius in a major city. 

it upon the creature, they didn’t even make a scratch. 

i, once he was fired upon, the creature swiftly retaliated. 

ing fully-grown trees as easily as carrots from a garden, the 
them hundreds of feet upward, to crash into the jets 
that the planes were shattered in half. The pilots, 
‘ir shock and terror, managed to eject from their cockpits 
parachutes .. . barely in time. But as they floated 
ther Earth, the same thought filled their minds: 

2, but for how long? Just how angry did we make 


the air was suddenly filled with the sound of an 


the creature bellowed. **How many times 
before you listen?! Stop hunting Hulk! 
ng Hulk! Or Hulk will smash you 
; deep, and loud, and the rage it 


ye ULTIMATE WWLK 
elow, the pilots watched 


down toward the rough terrain b | 
‘as the Hulk Jaunched himself skyward in a powerful leap, propelled 


. by the strongest arth. 


Jog muscles On th 
ingle leap, landing with 
es around to shake and 
among them—to scatter 


ended from his 8 
ed trees for mil 
ts, and deer 


Miles away, the Hulk dese 
@ resounding thoom that caus 


the various wildlife —birds, rabbi 
tn surprise and fear, The Hulk gazed at his surroundings. He was 


in a clearing in the woods, with a field of grass that basked in the 
glow of the late-afternoon sunlight, It was peaceful here. Quiet. He 


liked it, 
He sat down on the grass, beneath a tall tree, his anger and rage 
a already dissipating. His heartbeat and pulse rate slowed. His eyelids 
— drooped. This place was so calm, so tranquil, so relaxing, that the 
Hulk allowed himself to give in to the exhaustion that was making 

- his limbs, his head, seem so heavy. ‘The last thing he saw before sleep 
finally overcame him was his own hand starting to shrink and change 
from emerald green to the same pink-colored hue as the puny 


later, the Hulk was gone. Taking his place underneath 
-naked, curled up in a ball and shivering in the cool ait 
-into an exhausted sleep, was Dr. Robert Bruce 
ar physicist. One of the most brilliant men 
k's alter ego. 

the tree, oblivious of the two men who 


to focus. He felt a soft pillow 
s underneath his body, and ® 
(oom, as it became clearer \° 
it had a sense 0 

as 


cing chair pushed against it. 
that the bed he was laying on was actually a sofa 
into a bed, which implied to him that he was in some- 
1, which doubled as a guest room. But whose house was this? 
s he? The smell of some delicious food wafted in from the 
m. Vegetable soup? He couldn’t be sure, but his stomach 
diately began to grumble loudly. How long had it been since 
ast eaten? 
ls like you're pretty hungry,” Bruce heard someone say 
putside the room. 
ice looked to the doorway to see an older, distinguished-looking 
sman entering. He was followed by a large, shy-looking, mus- 
young man, about twenty-five years old, who was wearing a 
e] workshirt and denim overalls. The older man was smiling and 
ing a tray that held a bowl of the delicious-smelling food. 
_ “Sorry about that,”’ Bruce replied, a bit embarrassed that his noisy 
ch could apparently be heard from the next room. He sat up in 
ihe sofa-bed, ‘‘I’d be lying if I said that I wasn’t starving. How long 
ave I been sleeping?” 
We found you late yesterday afternoon, around four thirty,’’ the 
man said as he placed the tray on Bruce’s lap. ““That was 
ty-five hours ago.” 

older man motioned to Bruce to start eating. Bruce happily 
d, and the older man pulled the chair over from the desk to the 
the bed and sat down. 

after he’d had a few mouthfuls of soup and had finally seen 
, that Bruce became fully alert and realized that he 
this man was. Once he got over his initial shock, he broke 


erin. 


Thesiger, aren’t you?’’ Bruce asked, unable to 
“Tm surprised that you recognize me. I'm 


u kidding? You're one of my heroes. I 
oughout high school and college.’* He 


Bruce nodded | , 
articles or books, BO public appeat- 
I'd heard you’d pretty wauch become 


a recluse.” 
“| had . . . other concerns that took wp the balk of my tiene” The 


siger replied. 

Bruce shook his head and smu 
he was actually conversing with one of bis 
to get a chance to mect you, talk wath you Your work was grown 
breaking, incredibly innovative You were such an inspiranan 1 We 
I just wish I could be meeting you now under botier CHTOMRASTARCES 
You're not exactly catching me al my best . 

Thesiger waved his hand in a dismissive manner. “Pease, dont 
concern yourself." He turned to the young man w ho hadi aOCOUNPANKS 
into the room, summoning him over 
. Banner,” Thesiger began, “allow me t tatrediee WOK 
Garvin, my assistant. He's been working for me sue De WH 
. this is Dr. Brace Banner. He's a scientist, ke 0% 
reached out with his big hand and shook Brae 'S 
Doctuh B-bannuh,”* he said, in a somewhat 8 
Voice. There was something about hun, Roos 
the way he carried himself, He scons! « 
retarded, But there was a warmth a 
Was almost tonching 
* Broce replied with a wore 
Nery tacky tf have ge” 
have tilled for se" 


led, still trying to accept the fact thal 
heroes. “I'd always wanted 


val he gently patted Harmey on the back. "He's 
‘al speoeh, Barmey. And he's being fir too compli: 
uite an tanavator yourself, Dr, Banner, I've fol 
quite some tine, and fve been very impressed 
} Wa, 
» wistened, ‘Really? You've followed my work? That's 


. ‘Sir’? Is Henry, please, You're one of my 
or ane of my students And yes, | found your work most 
terrible shame you were so sidetracked after your acel- 
Mexico,” 

darkened at the mention of the “accident Obviously, 
sjentist knew who he was, then surely he knew that his 
» the Hulk, What would he do with that knowledge? 
about that accident. . Bruce began tentatively 

. Dr, Banner,’ Thesiger interrupted with a calming 
you in to the authorities. Yes, I 


no intention of turning 
but | also 


the Hulk as a result of that accident, 
> hardly a criminal. That all you really want is a 


d, clearly relieved. After a few moments of silence, he 
jon’t remember much from the last few days. | was 
my Way to a research lab in Colorado where they're 
ress in the treatment of radiation poisoning. I 

J get in there, spend some time in their labs, ! 
» preliminary work done on a cure for my. - - 
through the wrong small town on the way 
*4 like strangers in his jurisdiction, picked 
» me in jail until my court date the next 
y my cellmate didn’t like the idea of 
ed to... explain that to me, in the 
him punching me 4 few times, 


deal of property damage.” 
k God, but how many lives were 


? Ruined because of him? Because of the Hulk? 
“Once Barney and I brought 


Then) studied him for 4 moment. 
aha and I realized who you were, { began thinking about 


condition, how your body was changed by the gamma rays, and 
what could possibly be done to correct I 


theories, possible treatments that just might help you. If you're inter- 
h you. Maybe we can 


ested, I'd be more than happy to share them wit 
find the final answers together.” 

Brace laughed, “Interested in the chance for 
normal life again? To finally be free of the Hulk? And to work with 
one of my idols, on top of all that? I'd be thrilled!” 

“Excellent, Dr. Banner. - . Bruce,”’ a smiling Thesiger replied as 
they enthusiastically shook hands. “*We’ll get started first thing in the 
morning. In the meantime, we'll see what we can do about getting 
you some new clothes. I don’t think you'd want your entire wardrobe 
to consist of a torn pair of purple slacks, would you? Then, after 

mey goes home, you and I can spend the rest of the evening com 
r notes on all the pompous asses in the scientific community.” 
shifted uncomfortably. ‘‘Dr. Thesiger . . . Henry - - I don't 
to say. You're being far too generous—" 

; -acientist cut him off with a dismissive wave of his hand 
all it a byproduct of the mutual admiration society ¥* 
¢, all right? I’m looking forward to working with YO" 


a cure? To lead a 


y,”’ Bruce replied enthusiastically. ““As am al 


S were functioning properly—actions which 
ven the younger man’s apparent mental deficiencies — 
notes and theories that Thesiger had already jotted 
per. Bruce’s immediate reaction was that Thesiger had 
with a brilliant approach to deal with his problem, but it was 
ong and complex one. 
hat I'm proposing.”’ Thesiger explained, ‘‘is that we forget 
ag to rid your body of all the gamma radiation it absorbed. 
; you've been trying to do for years now, and the simple 
lat it’s just not practical. You absorbed far too much radiation 
> gamma bomb blast, and your body has been irrevocably 
J by it. It can never go back to being what it was before the 
Jent, and there’s no way we can get around that. 
But what we can do—I hope—is tinker with your body chemistry 
h so that we could essentially place a ‘blanket’ over your body's 
'to transform into the Hulk. It wouldn’t be a cure in the truest 
of the word, since the gamma radiation will always be there in 
sells, but it should render your body incapable of triggering any 
ansformations into the Hulk.”’ 
is silent for several long minutes, taking all of this in. He 
at Thesiger’s notes, at the preliminary scientific equa- 
r that the older scientist had already gathered, to 
y they could go about getting started. Bruce stared 
numbers and diagrams, his mind picking up where 
off and continuing the equations to their next log- 


ld I finally, really be on the brink of ridding 
f the Hulk? But... what if this process 
worse? Am I desperate enough to jump 
' To take such a risk... ? 


ctly at his idol. There was 
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' passed. Weeks in which a strong bond of friendship formed 
“Petween the two scientists, cach of whom felt as if they had found 4 
kindred spirit in the other, During the day, they would work on the 
that could potentially wipe the Hulk from existence. In the 
evenings, during and after dinner, they would trade stories of their 
experiences over the years as scientists, about the people that they had 
known and worked with. Much to their mutual delight, they found 
that they knew some of the same people. Then they'd head back down 
to the basement lab and work until midnight, at which point they were 
ready to collapse from exhaustion. The following morning, they'd start 
all over again. 
But Bruce enjoyed every minute of it. He was working as a scientist 
again, with a man he greatly admired and respected. And each passing 
day brought him closer to the end of his long, nightmarish existence 
as the man who became a monster. 
Bruce had also become fast friends with Barney, who proved to be 
a quick study, a hard worker, and a genuinely good-natured soul. 
Thesiger explained to Bruce that a lack of oxygen to Barmey’s brain 
during birth caused some brain damage. Despite this misfortune, Bar- 
“ney demonstrated a strong desire and willingness to learn, to work, to 
himself useful. His mother, as fate would have it, was Henry's 
. so the scientist was able to recognize the boy’s attributes 
ly on, when Barney was entering his teens. Henry hired the 
him in the lab, a job that Barney had kept all through 
rs. His mother had retired a few years earlier, and his father 
fi he was four years old, so Barney still lived with her nearby 
i her with the money that he made from Thesiger. 

ihe scientist had become a surrogate father to Barney, 
ted Barney more like a blood relation than an em- 


productive, peaceful period for Bruce 
prove to be a preview of his future . . . ? 


and Bruce agreed that the process 


apparatus that 
NPN gs Wien rire ee encae 
: ; a mixture of anticipation 
ruce began a procedure that would alter him at the 
evel, possibly changing his life forever, possibly for the bet- 
cl e was no turning back .. . nor did Bruce want to. 
y on the operating table, directly underneath the huge machine 
at woulk enable Thesiger to probe and manipulate his body chem- 
. As the anesthesia took effect and sleep approached, Bruce 
“jooked over at Thesiger and Barney. The scientist was clearly con- 
serned, but he managed a smile. 
Barney, who didn’t fully comprehend what was being done, gave 
. Bruce a thumbs-up. ‘‘Don’t you worry, Bruce,’’ he said with a grin. 
“Doc Henry’ll make you all better!” 
Then Bruce was engulfed by darkness. 


Bruce regained consciousness after thirty-six hours. 

Laying in bed, staring at the cream-colored ceiling of his room, 
Bruce blinked to clear his hazy vision. A movement at the end of the 
bed caught his attention. 

iger sat beside the bed, his fingers placed lightly on Bruce’s 
ist; he was taking Bruce’s pulse. The older scientist looked up to 
at his patient was awake. He smiled. 
ow do you feel?” 


paused before answering, then frowned. ‘‘I’m not sure. I'd 


A haunted look came into his eyes. ““Maybe the 


his chin as he pondered the matter. He 


ne way to find out.” 


to a secluded area in the woods, where they 
ruce sat down on a large rock while Thesiger 


to do this? 


’ TNE UUTIMATE ULL 


“it didn’t work? If I change, you could be in great danger. Do 
u want to take such a chance?” 7 

Theei ill grinned. “*You’re my friend,” he replied. “We iui 
far together. I have no intention of letting you go s alone now 
that we're in the home stretch. Now, give me your arm. 

Bruce reluctantly obliged. Thesiger then injected a dose of adren- 
aline into his arm that would drastically—but only for a short time— 
increase Bruce’s heart rate and speed up his pulse. The aim was to 
set into motion the physical conditions that would normally trigger 
Bruce Banner’s metamorphosis into the Hulk. They sat and waited for 
the serum to take effect. 

They didn’t have long to wait. 

Sweat broke out on Bruce’s forehead. He clutched his chest, feeling 
his heart beating like a jackhammer. 

He doubled over, expecting his head to start throbbing and pound- 
ing, waiting for his skin to start feeling as if it were on fire, right 
down to the nerve endings. For his shirt to split down his back and 
fall to the ground in tatters. For his shoes to burst open. For his 
_ thoughts to become clouded, simple, almost primal. For the color of 
his flesh to change to an emerald green. 
none of that happened. 
suddenly realized that the transformation was not taking 
Should have been fully transformed by now. But he re- 

ce Banner. He remained human. 
on the rock, in stunned silence, pulse rate slowing to 
He looked up to see Henry Thesiger smiling at him. 
s, Bruce. You're free.”’ 

Bruce’s eyes. He lowered his head, and quietly 
to wash away the pain and suffering and 
endured over the last several years. 

and placed his arm around the 


1 with his son. 


| who had undergone 
been banished. 
place. He 
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member how long it had been since he'd felt that way... 
d ever felt that way before. 
> wondered what his next move should be. Go public, an- 
¢ to the press that the Hulk was now gone? Turn himself in to 
time pursuer, General Thaddeus *‘Thunderbolt’’ Ross, and let 
lent scientists confirm his claim? Whatever his decision, Bruce 
new he could not stay at Henry Thesiger’s home for much longer. 
_ Despite the fact that the scientist had invited him to stay on for as 
long as he liked, Bruce knew that he had to get on with his life, that 
he couldn’t continue to impose upon his friend’s generosity and hos- 
pitality, no matter how many times Thesiger insisted it was no im- 
position, 
He owed Thesiger so much already. For now, though, all he could 
offer in return was his eternal gratitude. And his eternal friendship. 
Bruce started packing his belongings. It was time to move on. 


The following morning, when he was down in the lab collecting 
some of his notebooks, Bruce noticed a thick file—marked BANNER 
NOTES—sitting on top of a small desk. Curious, Bruce flipped through 
the file, and was taken aback by what he found: charts, diagrams, and 
graphs that Henry had compiled, all about Bruce. 

Apparently, during the entire time that they had been working to- 
&ether, Thesiger had been keeping detailed notes about Bruce's con- 
dition, particularly the physiological changes that his body underwent 
after being caught in the blast of the gamma bomb. The strange part 
Was, Bruce never saw any of this material before, and none of it was 

d when they were working on the cure, What was it for, then? 
© contained in the files were transcripts of some of their evening 
ations, in which Bruce had described at length some of the 
intriguing side effects of his condition, such as the Hulk’s rapid 
ng ability, immunity to all known diseases, invulnerability, seem- 

inn strength. Had Henry been recording these conversa- 
s all this about? 


rae wrt 


scientist enter the lab. He placed the file back on the 
down on a nearby stool, mulling over how to approach this 

“I'm not sure you owe me an explanation, Henry,’’ Bruce 
“I mean, you're a scientist. And my case is... unique, to Say the 
least. Some would go so far as saying that it’s of great scientific 
importance, so I’m not surprised you kept notes about it, I don’t even 
mind. I’m sure that what happened to me will be the subject of a lot 
of research and study in the future. If anyone deserves the most de- 
tailed records possible of my condition, it’s you. 

“But what concerns me is that you didn’t even tell me you were 
doing it, that it was done almost in secret. | mean, transcripts of our 
conversations, Henry?”’ 

Thesiger remained silent for several long moments, looking as 
though he had something to say, but was unsure of how to go about 
saying it. Bruce grew concerned. They never had difficulty talking to 
each other before. Why was there a problem between them now? 

“When I first found you, out in the woods ...’’ Thesiger began 
hesitantly. *‘It was no mere coincidence that I was there.”’ 

The way it had originally been explained to Bruce was that The- 
siger and Barney had gone hiking together in the mountains and sim- 
ply come across his unconscious form under the tree. They brought 
him back to Thesiger’s house and put him to bed, where he slept until 
the next day. Bruce wondered what this new information meant. 

Thesiger continued. ‘‘I was actually looking for you. I knew that 
the Hulk was approaching the area, since it was all over the news. | 

was hoping to make contact with him—or you, for that matter. Which- 
4 one of you was in control. So Barney and I headed into the 
ains, to try to find you. We used a portable Geiger counter (0 — 


oe 
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Iked over to the rear of the |, 

ab and i 
¥" ‘ Pressed a swite! 
inner Re Thedge a pig Kemagen ~ 
4 . ot ‘tioned to Bruce, to follow 
wh hesitantly, Bruce moved to join the older scientist, 
oF worry, my friend,”’ Thesiger said with a grin. ‘There’ 
i ‘sinister going on here.”’ p 
entered the chamber. 


The room was bathed in a cool, pale blue glow, and was much 
olde than the exterior lab. Bruce rubbed his upper arms to try to 
eep warm. A low, constant humming noise filled the air, no doubt 
led by the various computers and generators spread around the 
n, their operation lights blinking at a steady pace. Cables and 
er conduits connected the machinery to a large, six-foot-long 
metal tank located at the center of the chamber. 

_ Bruce noticed a small transparent window built into the top of the 
‘The glass was frosted over, making it difficult to see what was 
. Bruce moved closer to get a better look, and peered into the 
w as best he could. 
eyes widened, and he p 
ere’s someone inside!”’ 
» looked at Thesiger, W' 
* Thesiger simply repli 


ulled back in shock. 

he exclaimed. “‘A woman!” 

ho seemed almost disturbingly calm. 

ed. 

felt anxi Jing up within him. He was genuinely ner 

: er es a man he had come to implicitly 

He didn’t like that feeling. He didn’t like he all. 
this is all about, Henry,” Bruce 


voice under con! 


tank and gently 
it. 
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in a state of suspended animation, I've placed her in ery. 
freeze, slowed down her metabolism and all her bodily func: 
before death.” ia 

Jooked incredulous, “For God's sake... why? 


isn’t even a name for it, and it’s not in any medical books, The doctors 
All they could do was 


who examined her had no idea how to treat it. 
jab her with needles and scratch their heads and 
they simply didn't know wha 
and watch her slowly waste away until there was nothing left!’ 
The scientist shook his head and looked up at Bruce, “1 refused to 
accept that! I had to do something, | had to save her! She was the 
thing in my life that really mattered—more than my career, more 
than my own life! Can you understand that, Bruce?”’ 
Bruce silently nodded. For a brief moment, the image of Betty Ross 
am before his eyes. The woman he had once loved, and helplessly 
: wate d be driven away from him by the spectre of the Hulk, 
; quickly pushed aside the thought of her. 
hesiger continued. “Caroline only had a little time left, but 1 had 
one that I shared with her. She gave me her consent to go 
it. So I took her out of the hospital and brought her here 
hidden laboratory, set everything up. 
p d her in suspended animation, where she'd remain 
si ‘That way, the disease couldn’t spread any further 
the time I needed—time to search for a cure, 0 
Thad to. To make her healthy again, so that 
s rest of our lives together, just as we had 


sight all those years ago, 1s”! 
devote all your time to cunne 
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diated physiology, which fave you 
ble healing powers, | could perhaps 
condition and reverse it. Helping you cure 
e to study your condition up close, to learn 
about what those gamma rays did to you, 
u would benefit both of us!’ 

took a deep breath and sighed. This was a lot to take in all 
And yet, he now had the answers he wanted. Except for one. 
ty... Why didn’t you tell me any of this from the very be- 


Superhuman strength 
apply them to Caro- 
yourself gave me the 
48 much as I possibly 

Working On a cure 


didn’t know you then,”’ the older man replied. ‘‘I wasn’t sure 
trust you. I was afraid that if you learned that I was keeping 
incée’s body frozen in my basement, you'd think that | was some 


animation, in which case she'd die for sure. 

that was then. I’ve come to know you and trust you, Bruce. 

our friendship dearly. That’s why I’m revealing all of this to 
? 


placed his hand on Thesiger’s shoulder. **All right, Henry. 
now. I’m sorry you’ve had to endure this for so long. 
‘you now, in terms of your research?” 

Spirits seemed to lift. ‘‘Well, with everything I've 
| studying you, I believe I’m now ready to start treating 
Some preliminary tests, and the results a are exmemely 
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waited a long time for the chance to rejoin the world. I don’t want to 


keep you from it any longer.” s ; 
“You stayed at my side tll the very end, Henry, Bruce replied, 


with a great deal of affection and gratitude. ‘“When we ran the test 
to see if 1 would still become the Hulk, you refused to capac 
though your life could have been in danger. Well, I’m not leaving 
your side until this is finished.” ‘ 

Thesiger grinned at his friend. “Let’s get to work, then. I'll call 
Barney and have him come over and help us set up. And, Bruce... 
thank you.” 

As it was with Bruce, the process to cure Caroline proved to be a 
long and complex one. But with Thesiger, Bruce, and Barney working 
together, they eventually reached the final stage of the procedure. It 
involved treating Caroline with a dose of gamma radiation, provided 
by a gamma ray projector the two scientists had constructed, and then, 
using the apparatus that had earlier altered Bruce’s body chemistry, 
to prevent her from mutating into another, possibly monstrous, form. 
But to do all this, they had to remove her from the tank, which had 
kept her alive and her disease halted for years. Once she was out of 
the tank, the disease would start spreading again. They would have to 
act quickly. 
at the computer console that maintained the suspended 

on tank, Bruce deactivated the tank’s locking mechanism and 
control key that would open the lid. A loud hiss filled the 
uOwly TOSe, exposing Caroline’s body to the air for 


the tank, slowly reached in and gently 
His eyes filled with tears. 

aught a of the body inside. She 
no doubt. Bruce considered 


) stand beside Bruce, also look’ 
im a whisper. He 
like 1 ‘member he! 


As the ari nse her perfectly 

eal age she was at when Depttelebhicmes 

eae when she was placed into the tank, 

00 8 in her late twenties. Henry told m ha 

n a considerable age diffe t Ppa 

en ry erence between them to begin with 
difference will be even more obvious. 1 guess that'll be 

them to adjust to at first. But they'll get past it, considering 

ch love they had for each other. 

| right, let’s get her out of this thing,”’ Thesiger said in a no- 

tone. *“The disease is already spreading again.’ 

helped Thesiger take Caroline out of the tank and carry her 


to another computer console, and started programming it for the 
lure. They were well underway. 


fhe entire process took about eleven hours to complete, by which 

int all three men were physically and mentally exhausted. They put 

roline to bed in the suspended animation chamber, which had been 
erted into a makeshift recovery room. Well aware that it would 
time before they knew whether the operation had been suc- 

il, they collapsed in laboratory chairs, too tired to climb up the 
o the bedrooms, and unwilling to leave Caroline alone, in case 

re complications during her recovery. 

Jater, Bruce stirred. Groggily, he massaged his stiff neck, 

s slee ted eyelids. Light sleeper that he was, something 

4im from his slumber. 
was soft, almost muffled. 


e again. It was a voice. Faint, hardly above a 
n't Thesiger’s, or Barney's. 

the other room. 

d his throat tightened. 
hissed as he shook the older scientist by 
esponse, Bruce raced toward the re- 
t halt just inside the doorway. 
ng obviously confused. 


looked up into her crystal blue eyes. 

“I love you so much,” Thesiger told her. 

Caroline looked back into Thesiger’s eyes, and smiled curiously. 
She opened her mouth to speak. The first words she would speak in 
years. 

“Who... who are you?’’ she asked innocently. 

A chill ran down Bruce’s spine. He watched as Thesiger turned to 
face him, and saw a look of dread on the older scientist's face that 
echoed his own. 


*She’s perfectly healthy. The disease has been completely nullified. 
So what’s wrong with her memory?” shouted Thesiger as he paced 
back and forth in his library. Bruce sat in an easy chair, quietly lis- 
tening as the older man vented his frustrations. 

“It’s been three days now,”’ Thesiger continued. **We’ ve run every 
test on her that we possibly could. Physically, she’s made a complete 
recovery. But mentally, she’s a complete blank slate! She can’t m- 
member me, our relationship, everything we shared! For God's sake, 
She doesn’t remember anything about herself—not even her own 
name! What went wrong?’’ 

“It may have something to do with her time in suspended anima- 

‘ tion,” Bruce replied. ‘It’s a tricky process, and there can be no guaf- 
ee that a subject will come out of it unchanged. Maybe her memory 
ify 79 


once more taken aback by just how breathtakingly beau- 
was. And having gotten to interact with her over the last 
he quickly realized how gentle, sweet, and sensitive she 
which, according to Thesiger, definitely carried over from 
uce suddenly realized that he had been staring at Caroline, and 
turned away. 
} P'm not interrupting . . . ?"’ Caroline said, a bit nervously. 
o at all, Caroline, not at all,’ Thesiger replied. ‘‘Come on in. 
‘and 1 were just talking about how happy we are with the pro- 
"re making.” 
smiled. **Well, 1 haven't forgotten anything from the last 
If you consider that progress, I'll gladly take it!”’ 
chuckled and directed her to a couch, planting himself on 
sf Mext to her. He took her hand in his. ‘‘Have you been 
ber anything. anything, from before?”” 
“I'm sorry, no. It's like everything from before 
just a big black void. I can’t remember anything. | 
me, to remember something, anything, but there’s just 
11 get headaches from trying so hard to remember.”’ 
her shoulder. *‘It’ll be all right. It'll all come back 


= peck on the cheek, then turned to Bruce. 
nice? Will my memory return? Can it return?” 
air, Smiling at her. *‘If anyone can help you 


ibe look at some old photos—that 
fé got some things to take care of. 


‘tumed to look back and 
as definitely looking 


came aivinatt 014 
* @ & 
ster dinner, Bruce was in his room, 
‘With Caratine back, and Thesiger focused on help. 
ey her memory, Bruce wok it asa sign that It Was def 
nye _ hien wo leave. He had put if off long enough, and though 
he was pleased to have been able to help Thesiger, he knew his awa 
feiurn to society was long overdue, But there was something else 
j 2 him to move on 

The truth was, Bruce was becoming attrac ted to Caroline hep 
; . her personality, her zest for life She was af uneOmTOn 
woman, with a bright, sparkling spirit that Hine was finding hithself 
gore and tere drawn to He had to leave. Caroline and Thesiger 
needed the chance to start over again, to pet to know ea h other apain, 
to live out the rest of their lives together 

Suddenly, he heard shouting coming from the library, Something 
inside the siudy fell and shattered or was it thrown’? Then Mrive 
heard Caroline seream. He raved to the library and threw open the 

Caroling ran inte his arms. Oh, Bruce! Thank God, you're here!" 
‘she cfied as she hugged hin tivhtly 
t ‘Thesiger Stood Gn the far side of the room, eyes burning with a 
: invational anger, hands balled inte tighil ‘ 

; tightly vlenehed fists The 

; Mt startled Brive, He had hever seen the “tin . 

“and m ve Repentiat quite like thie 
pale distitbed hin. Braves pave moved to the Hoar Af 
lay broken into pieces 

holding onto Caroline, kept his cool and asked, What's 


A “* breath and slowly opened his fate, ta the 
. 16 Hoa Brice found i unsettling 
he and | were WOFKIAg OF Fextoring suite 
ek wall. | BOL a little (rastratedt that's 
a andl impations. | Kao hed 
VE Worry about i 
BAW the fear iH her eves A 
MdA'L inapire thar Kun! wt 


q 


se closed the door of the library and stared at Thesiger. 
* he began slowly, carefully, ‘I know you're under a great 
1 know how upset you are that Caroline isn’t making 
in getting her memories back, and that you've become 
singly frustrated and depressed over the last few days. Maybe 
you can’t force her memories to return. You can’t will them 
3. And you have to face the possibility that she may never get 
She has to start a new life, from scratch.” 
esiger trembled slightly. ‘A new life? From scratch?’’ he rasped. 
ith or without me in the picture?” 
ace shook his head. ‘‘I don’t know. That’s up to her to decide.” 
to her?!’ Thesiger roared. ‘‘She doesn’t even remember who 
‘or what we were to each other! We were supposed to be married 
N. ‘Bruce. We were supposed to have a family. How can I just 
f that slip through my fingers?”’ 
s didn’t have an answer. 


¢ next morning, Bruce sat at the foot of his bed, his clothes 
ings packed in a large, brown, leather shoulder bag. He 
was doing the right thing by leaving. Certainly, The- 
: had a long way to go in terms of discovering each 
ain. and that was hampered by Bruce’s presence. 
nad come over Thesiger. He wasn’t being patient or 
short-tempered, and was scaring Caroline. Was it 
her in the care of a man she didn’t know, a man who 
d her? 

was standing in the doorway of his room. 
ing away?’’ she asked, her voice tinged with 
z at shoulder bag. 

ad sighed. “‘I think it’s time, Caroline. I've 

on’t belong here anymore, and I’m just 


“Does Henry know?" she —— - / 

rr * coming for @ » 
pan pepe say my good-byes when they get 

“Would it make any difference to 
to leave?’’ she asked hopefully. 

He frowned. ‘‘I have a life to ge’ 

ar too long.”” 
ee acho es for you back there? A wife, or a girl- 
friend?”’ 

“No, not really,”” he said with a hint of regret. 

“Well, then, what’s your rush?’ she asked with a smile. 

Bruce smiled back. “Rush? I’ve stayed here much longer than | 
probably should have. And as much as I have a life to get back to, 
you have a life to begin.” 

Now, Caroline frowned. ‘‘A life where a man I barely know has 
expectations of me that I can’t possibly fulfill? 1 know Henry loves 
me, Bruce, and I understand we had something special years ago, but 
I can’t remember it! I mean, I’m very fond of him, he’s been trying 
so hard to be patient and understanding. But I know he’s at the end 
of his rope with me, and I can understand why. He thought everything 
jroeld jan go back to the way it was, once I was out of that tank. 

ae ‘opal Joss was something that he just wasn’t prepared for. 
de eheving S hard time accepting it. Deep down, | think he re- 
amnesia ‘soe about him the way he feels about me .. . that 
ti Tame ae “You have to give it some time. You loved 
eae know him again, those old feelings could 


you if 1 said I didn’t want you 


t back to, Caroline. A life that was 


wanted to tell her the! 
ul sort out all het 


ml sing at him over the Ist few dyn, ow ne ng 
on the cheek the night ’ 
to her... ht before. If she were as attracted 49 


e silently, sharply told himself, 7% 
h J . This can't happen. 1 can’ 
: . | can't 
happen. Not to Henry. Of all people, not to Henry 
Caroline,”’ he started, “I think you're j j 
sites INK you're just confused, you need 
time to sort out your feelings. Believe me, things will be 
. A ig clearer 
ce I'm gone and— 
a Caroline moved in closer. ‘I’m in love with you, Bruce Banner,” 
she said softly. ‘“There’s nothing confusing about it. And I’ve seen 
__ the way you look at me. You feel the same way about me, you're just 
not willing to admit it.”’ 

“I—I—”’ Bruce started, but he couldn’t finish. He couldn’t admit 
it, that was true. And he couldn't lie to her, either. He didn’t know 
what to say. 

And then she kissed him. 

No, this is wrong! Bruce’s mind roared. / can’t let this go any 
further, I can’t! I have to get out of here, | can’t betray Henry like 

i. 
this! 

But she kissed him with more passion, more hunger, and he was 
finding it difficult to resist. 

Finally, at long last, Bruce succumbed to the feelings that he had 
been secretly harboring for her ever since the moment he first saw 
her. He closed his eyes, and returned her kisses. 

__ And hated himself for it. + 
Suddenly, Bruce opened his eyes. He knew. He didn’t know how 
w, but he knew. sunduinia 
esiger was there, standing in the doorway, cum” : 
1g open in utter amazement. He had been watching. And sn 
anding behind him, also in shock. They must have gotten Da 
inding , bs and Caroline hearing 

n and entered the house without Bruce 


: — saw them. not really sure of what to say. 
a mouth with her hand, but Bruce was 
eter cy ns 
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k, mouth 


n't sure 


back is turned?!"” 
‘an accusatory finger at Caroline. ‘‘How could you?" 
“Do you know how much I’ve loved 


-grembling with rage. 5 
‘you? T’ve been through over these long years, to bring you back, 
‘0 that we could be together? Do you have any idea how much I've 
~ gcrificed, all for you?!” 
Caroline looked down, sadly. “I'm sorry, Henry. I truly am. I wish 
things could have worked out—"" 
“Shut up!"” Thesiger bellowed. ‘Spare me your pity! Pity’s the 
Jast thing 1 want from you!” 


He then turned to Bruce. “And you! I opened my house to you! 
Took you in, helped you get your life back! Came to trust you and 
Jove you like a brother! And this is how you treat me?”’ 

Bruce stood up and took a step toward Thesiger. ‘Let me explain,” 

__ he began, trying not to provoke the older man. 
But it was too late. The scientist lunged at Bruce. 
' _ “You betrayed me!”” he screamed. ‘‘You ungrateful piece of gar- 


ger pummelied Bruce with his fists, attacking the younger man 
h a viciousness that was as frightening as it was shocking. And 
pe, racked with guilt and shame, did not even offer a defense. He 
n't bring himself to lay a hand on his friend. And he couldn’t 
that he deserved this. 
was screaming, begging the scientist to stop, but Thesiger 


your lives to me!”” he screamed as he continued 
d now you've destroyed me! I should have 
The way you two looked at each other! 
we done something about it, but I chos¢ 


of ribs had been cracked, his nose 
Yegun to swell, And he could tell 
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r g to attack me, too, Henry?” 
“me if it makes you feel better! 
i Gomg to leave, and I begged him to stay! B 
- m sorry, Henry, but it’s true! | love him!” Bes 
1 a The blood drained from his face. Sweat Poured fro; 

F eyes bulged. There was no telling what he odin 


She “as 
This is My fault, not 


out,”’ he finally said, in a voice as cold as death. ‘*Both of 
Get out of my house. Now.”’ 
e ige grabbed Bruce by the collar, pulled him from the room 
er to the front door, which he swiftly opened. He roughly 
d Banner out the door, causing the younger man to stumble and 
‘the ground. Thesiger then turned, went back into the guest 
ang ily grabbed Caroline by the wrist, and shoved her out the 
or, as well. 
line ran to Bruce, helped him to his feet. She gasped as she 
od look at his black eye, the blood trickling from his nose 
h. the cuts and bruises scattered across his face and body. 
turned to Thesiger. 
ster,’ she spat at him. 
ently glared at her and went back into the house. 
oline’s clothes and Bruce’s shoulder bag were thrown 


Mo- 


ant to see either of you ever again,” Thesiger told them 


yperty. Now!” 
wards Thesiger, reaching out t 


o him. *“Henry, 


stepped in front of Banner, blocking his way. 


Henry’s friend, Bruce. but you hurt him. 
riends ain't supposed 


says he don’t want you around 


leave him alone.” 


er called out to 
red soul. He 


his assistant. He 
patted Bamey 


Then : —— ae 


! her 5 
oline started crying, wn Brave eo oye "} don’t know where 


in 
leaving pep bt he told her gently, 

But os they picked wp thelr belongings and began to walk down 
the road away from Henry Thesiger’s house, Bruce sopped. He turned 
to look at the house again. 

“1 have to go back,” he said, barely above a whisper “I can’t let 
it end like this."* 

“You can't be serious," Caroline said in obvious disbelief 

Bruce looked into her eyes and frowned "| once pledged eternal 
friendship to that man, All things told, 1 did a pretty lousy job living 
up to it, I have to at least try to make peace with him. Por him. For 
you. For my soul.” 

Bruce placed hiv shoulder bag down on the ground and started 
walking back to the house. “Wait here,’ he told Caroline “Tl! be 


~~ Moments of pounding on the door, Hruce wa ; 

: yaa gratified 
when Thesiger finally opened i 
“ em I didn't want to wee you again,'® Thesiger said with « 


firmly, “Henry, we have to talk. There are some tunes 
And... 1 just can't teave things the way the 


writig which Thesiger closely serutinieed 
Wright, Come on in. 
DUE As the front door clawed, he I!" 
Died buiekled, and he collap! 
a. over him, hin han 


back to hurt Bamey,” 

“Didn't you pes hn »” Thesiger said to 

m,”’ Barney 4 : Not to come back?" 

See 5 wna replied menacingly. 

you what to do to him if he 

I, Bamey?” ever came 

al d out, **Barney, I'm not your enemy! I’ d 
Doe Henry’s friend, too! Let he rem i ot ae 

Bamey ignored Bruce and lunged for him, grabbed him, and 

punched him right in the stomach. Banner writhed in pain. 

_ “Henry,”’ Bruce groaned. ‘You've gone insane! Stop this!” 

"Stop it?!’ Thesiger said with a laugh. *‘It’s just getting started!”* 
Then, at Thesiger's urging, Barney proceeded to beat his large fists 
into Bruce, over and over, for what seemed like an eternity. 

Bruce was losing consciousness. Darkness was rapidly closing in 
on him. He knew that without immediate medical treatment, he would 
die, And Thesiger wasn’t about to call an ambulance for him. 

; Dimly, he could see Barney raising one of his fists, about to deliver 
what would undoubtedly be the killing blow. 

But then, surprisingly, Thesiger stopped him. 

Thesiger bent down to closely examine Bruce’s beaten, battered 
ly. Bruce was clinging precariously to consciousness, knowing that 
a struggle he was about to lose. Before the darkness finally 
him, however, he was able to hear Thesiger commenting to 


Well, my friend, it seems Dr. Banner here has sustained some 
injuries. He"ll need immediate treatment. Barney, help me get 


me than ane wan atill Breathing, whe wes only 
See estes «teh ot lt ten etn he Ses 
a footsteps approaching 
ee ced the room and glared at Bruce, 
‘ee awake,” he said his prisoner, volce dripping with 
false cordiality. “Good, We ean finally get this show on the road,”’ 


Bruce leaned forward as much as the manacles would allow, Dear 


God, Henry,”” he cried, gesturing toward Caroline. “Why?! Why are 


you involving her in this?” 
Thesiger calmly replied, “Caroline called me a Monster... and she 


was right, in a way.’ He smiled wickedly, “But ['m not the only 


monster here... am I, Bruce?” 

Banner cocked his head, stared at Thesiger for a long moment, 
searching for the meaning in the older scientist's words, 

Then, realization struck him. 

“While I was unconscious . . . you turned me back, didn’t you?” 
he said, voice barely above a whisper. 

Thesiger nodded enthusiastically. “T removed the ‘blanket,’ yes. 
And before the two of you die, I want this unfaithful litte tramp to 
see what she chose over me. She called me a monster, chose you over 
me... but the funny thing is, you’re as much of a monster as / am. 
Even more so! And now she'll see it for herself, Try to win her heart 
— once she sees up close and personal the demon inside 
Bruce glared at Thesiger, unable to utter a word. He was too co? 
d with sorrow, regret, and hatred. 
ie Snnue that this remains a... ‘controlled’ enviror 
clearly enjoying his triumph and gestun'"’ 

‘Text room, “allow me to reintroduce you © ™) 

eee a 1” 
horror as a huge, shambling, misshape? figure 
possibly the most repulsive creat’ he 


by a number of ugly. gray 


s mockery of a man had once been. 
whispered, eyes filling with tears. Oh, God, no 


| fromm it all, 

Fi going to wait until Caroline wakes up.” Thesiger explained 
with a smug grin. “Then, 1 want her to watch as | trigger the change 
in you. And as she sees you for what you really are—but before your 
litle transformation is complete—Im going to have Barney kill the 
two of you. And then, Bruce, this pathetic little love triangle will 
finally be over.” 

“You lunatic!’ Bruce cried. ‘‘Caroline and Barney—they were the 
innovents in all this! Why couldn't you just leave them alone? If you 
want blood so badly, then take mine, not hers! If you're going to 
blame anyone for what happened, then blame me!" 

“Thesiger shook his head, ‘It's not going to work that way, Bruce. 
th of you betrayed me. You betrayed my trust, and the love that I 
for both of you. All I have left is my hatred. and my need to see 
ice done. And it will be done, Bruce.” 

ruce Banner had finally reached his breaking point. 
ihe hatred and anger that had been building up inside him finally 
the surface. He looked at the repulsive creature that had once 
uney Garvin, He looked at the unconscious form of the woman 
me to love, her life now in danger because of him. Finally, 
entry Thesiger, the architect of this madness and misery. 


st his brain begin to bur, the cells inside his body 


shift to emerald green, as he became too ' 

“No!"" Thesiger cried out. “She's not awake yet! She's supposed 
to see this! She has to see you change! It’s not supposed to happen 
this way!" " 

Events were spiraling out of his control. Thesiger had to act 
quickly, or he would lose everything. He turned to Barney 

“Kill him!"’ Thesiger shouted to the shambling monstrosity, “Kill 
him before he fully changes!” 

“Kill?” a rough, booming voice said from behind them. “Kill 
Hulk?” 

Thesiger looked back at the wall, and he knew that it was foo late 

Chained to the wall, in Banner's place, was the Hulk. 

Transformation completed. 

“No one is killing Hulk today!" the jade-skinned giant bellowee 
He snapped the chains off his wrists and ankles as if they were mace 
of licorice. 

Thesiger pointed at the Hulk, and shouted at Barney, “Get bom 
Barney! Attack! Kill him before he can hurt your friend!” 

As though comprehending Thesiger’s words, Barney tunged at OS 
Hulk and viciously grabbed his throat, trying t strangle Vile 
of him, The Hulk was momentarily surprised by the beams oS 
attack, but quickly recovered and shoved the other creature NS 

“You are strong,”” the Hulk tokt Barney. “But Hol» ST" 
Hulk is the strongest one there is!" 
Bamey leapt onto the Hulk, slamming the jade giant yor § 
ve fist landing squarely on Bamey's Sw. 
‘stunned by the blow, Barmey couki mot ress! as Ue Hee 
tee him across the room. Bamey crashes 7 me 


in the center of the room 
green hides. 
) they completely destroyed the special apparatus that 
been used to cure Bruce Banner. The Hulk then slammed 
the gamma ray projector that had been used to treat Car- 
@, and to change Barney into his monstrous form. The 
ploded and fire quickly spread across the laboratory, con- 
7 of the computers and lab equipment. 
Hulk grabbed at Barney, who opened his mouth wide and sank 
eth into the Hulk’s arm, The jade giant felt his skin breaking, 
blood pouring out. He howled in pain. 
’ , he pounded his fist into Barney's face. Staggered by the 
i, the creature released the Hulk’s arm. The green behemoth 
his advantage, pummeling Barney’s stomach and head. He 
nding and pounding and pounding, long after Barney stopped 
to defend himself. 


» brutally pounding on 


Ik looked down at Barney with contempt. ‘‘Hulk told you, 


n man. Hulk is stronger than you. Hulk is the strongest one 


r. The apparatus 


; i speration and despai 
er watched in despe! sean 


created, along with the gamma ray projec : 
oa The designs for these devices, along with all of 


is i bout and devel- 
hi journals—everything he had dreamed a! ' 
con ed throughout his life and career—were being 


the flames were spreading 


, ants aa 
“itself, And then, he did what he had 
He left her there, to be consumed by the flames, as he tried to make 
his escape. 


Everything was rapidly burning up around the Hulk. He looked 
through the gaping hole in the wall, into the next room, to see the 
unconscious body of a woman. Something inside the jade giant des- 
perately cried out to him to save her. Every fiber of his being told 
him to get her out of there, right away, He did not know who she 
was, he did not recognize her, but somehow, he knew that she was 
precious to him. He did not bother to question what his instincts were 
telling him. He rushed into the room, gently picked her up, and began 
to carry her out. 

But then he stopped and looked back. He seemed to remember that 
there was someone else in this room. A man, wasn’t it? He should be 
saved too, shouldn't he? But where was he? 

The Hulk looked around the room, through the flames and smoke, 
but could find no trace of anyone else. He shrugged, satisfied that he 
was just remembering things wrong, as he sometimes did, and carried 
the woman out of the inferno. 


Thesiger made his way around the flames, rushing to a window 00 
the far side of the laboratory. With access to the stairs cut off, the 
only way out was through that window. He began to climb up. - 
__ only to stop short as a sharp, stabbing pain tore through his ankle. He 
d out, and looked down to see what caused it. 

‘ Barney—bloodied, beaten, almost unconscious. unable © 
‘surrounded him, and he was clearly frightened. H¢ 


kicking at ened head, trying to get the creature to 
But Bamey S grip was like a vise. He pulled Thesiger 
‘from the window, and hugged him tightly. Thesiger strug- 
ge free, but to no avail. 
imey held him and sobbed and rocked back and forth, Henry 
ed helplessly as the flames closed in on both of them. 


de, the Hulk wandered off into the night, carrying the uncon- 
“woman he did not recognize but cherished nonetheless, for 
some reason he still did not understand. 
‘| Behind him, the house of Henry Thesiger was consumed by the 
Bruce Banner stepped out of the bedroom of the small motel room 
z Caroline had rented. He was carrying his brown leather shoul- 
which he had gone back to the ruins of Henry Thesiger’s 
e to retrieve, along with Caroline's clothes. Bruce had found 
ing still sitting on the road outside of the house, right where 
© noticed immediately that Caroline was crying. She had been 
or quite some time, ever since he told her he had to leave. It 
after the terrible experience back at Henry's house. She 
ciou: for most of it, so Bruce had to fill her in on 
2 She knew that Henry and poor Bamey were lost to 
snd she mourned for them. As did Bruce. 


te caer is ten oes ae bee NF OS hts Caroline 

time. Finally, he let go of her and stood 
and held her tightly for a long ae - 
up. He pulled a piece of paper out of his pocket with his handwriting 
on it. He handed it to her. 

In a faltering voice, he said, *“This is the name and address of a 
doctor I know, a psychiatrist by the name of Leonard Samson. He'll 
be able to help you fully readjust to society. You’ ve come such a long 
way already, he'll get you through the rest. Please go to him. And 
please ... grab whatever chance you get to have a happy life.”’ 

They shared a long, intense, silent embrace, and a soft, loving kiss 
that never could have lasted long enough. A tear rolled down Bruce's 
cheek as he walked out the door, not daring to look back. 

Once again, he was a wanderer. An outcast. 

Once again, he was alone. 
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lustration by John Pierard 


Pian the way too many of my days do, with cold and darkness 
and hunger. waking alone in a strange place, with my clothes torn 
half off, and no idea of how I'd come to be there, or even where I 
was. It started with disorientation and fear, and a bone-wearying fa- 
tigue that wasn’t mine by right, but was mine to endure, the exhaus- 
tion of a monster who had spent himself doing heaven-knows-what, 
and then, when the simple act of rational thought became too much 
for him, had opted out, leaving me to deal with the consequences. It 
was what I had long since grown used to, but would never accept. 
My life . . . since the accident. 

There was someone bending over me, shaking my shoulder. | 
flinched away, before I realized that if he meant me any harm, he 
could easily have already done it. What could I do to stop him, dis- 
oriented as I was, my glasses lost who knows where (again!), never 
a tall man, with the muscles of a scientist rather than an athlete, so 
weak and unphysical that even my own alter ego would castigate me 
with the epithet puny? 

“Hey, buddy... .”” 

That was how the stranger me addr 
§nity for him. With all the awakenings in un 
‘uncertain situations, I had become pretty good at assessing the 
ster and intent of those around me. On the run, you learn pretty 

e 10ll leave you alone, and who’s a predator, a bully, a hunter 
ite pack of friends looking for someone with whom 
thing of it.” You learn to spot kindness, too, 
what an unexpectedly decent soul will be 

£ d with the matter of 


essed me. I felt an immediate 
familiar surroundings 


wr 


THE ULTIMATE WULK 


the bulky, oversized sweater he kept with him for cold nights. By the 
time he poured me a cup of coffee—bitter and black, but still hot and 
strong and fragrant—from the thermos he kept under the seat, 1 was 
willing to name him saint. 

“So, you were in an accident, right?”” he asked me, with a kind of 
anxious serenity, aS he shifted into gear. 

“That's right,”” | replied, “an accident,” silently adding. “You 

could say that.”* It had been an accident. No point in telling him what 
kind of accident it had been, nor how long ago it occurred. No point 
in his ever finding out what had happened one fine day at ground zero 
on a gamma bomb test site, or hearing what accidental irradiation had 
done to me and my cellular structure. With a little luck for both of 
us, Rico would never know any more of me than what I told him 
now. 
**So,”” he added, still pleasantly, eyes still carefully ahead, though 
there were no other vehicles or headlights anywhere in sight along the 
winding, wooded highway, “‘l didn’t quite catch your name back 
there.”’ 

“Bruce,” I replied, taking another sip of the coffee, and added, 
after a hesitation so small 1 hoped he didn’t notice, ‘*Bainbridge.”” 
And all the while I prayed that he didn’t put two and two together, 
waiting for him to connect Bruce Bainbridge with Bruce Banner, to 

' remember the stories in all the papers, to recognize my face from the 

television news reports, to connect my name with the failed test, and 

. onster that men named the Hulk. Devoutly hoping that he would 

ot me with the devastation and destruction the great, green 
n left in its wake. 

sre science, | spent a lot of my time now praying, 

d for Rico to connect me with the werewolf 

ee with Jekyll beside him, Hyde 

bm. me in fear, to lose 


’ 


TRUCK Stor 


was the first hurdle passed. The 
k the coffee while Rico rambled ee mp 
take me to, a place that had the prettiest wieasiad vee 
. pie in three states, | shifted a little in my seat as | nai 4 
g there were a newspaper with us, wishing I had my gual 
. + S88 SO 
7 Lcould read, wanting yet dreading to scan the headlines for the word 
I desperately wanted some clue of what my alter ego had sees 
up to since I'd last transformed, to learn what damage he might have 
caused, what armies he might have routed, 

Whether or not he had killed anyone. 

Not that I needed a paper. Rico began to ramble, glad for the com- 
pany. I let myself listen and relax, lulled by the running commentary 
on exactly what was up W ith the world as far as Rico Melvin was 
concerned. I felt myself begin to doze. 

Be at peace, my inner voice told me. Feel safe. Trust this man. 
Sleep away some of the pain and the weakness that the beast’s latest 
rampage has left you. 

That inner voice, and Rico’s droning, and the overall, bone-deep 
weariness—those were my eXcuses. I don’t know what Rico’s were. 

} Maybe, when we passed the crucial turn-off, he was looking at me 
q instead of the highway, emphasizing some point about taxes, or 
strikes, or the effect of free agency on the rise of his favorite sports 
star. Maybe the trees had overgrown the sign that marked the fork we 
never found. Maybe the marker was just plain gone. 

But however it happened, when morning came, we were far, far 
ay from the highway we should have been on, the interstate we 
j have taken to Rico’s truck stop. We were lost in the middle of 
’ on a lonely mountain road. 


vat WTIMATE AVL 


eeant ent ton pean a 0 vgs to OSE 
cash wcods and bramble, fade, posing. basly Ht REREIST 
naMTNe : 2 

= “Wiicome 10 Futility,” 1 read aloud. ‘‘Population . - - 1 
strained for 2 moment, before realizing that my eyes were simply not 
gomg Ww cooperate. and added, dispiritedly, **--- some small num- 


‘Qh. man.” Rico muttered, slowing the truck to a crawl, looking 
out through the windshield, angrily shifting his head from side to side, 
as though unable gue to believe this had happened to him. ““We 
mus! nave mussed the wmoff Oh. man. Now we gotta find out how 
1p get hack wo the mterstate Sorry “bout this, Bainbridge.” 

Nc sephy seemed necessary but J said, “‘It’s okay” anyway. Rico 
was, a seemed. judging Dy M5 fairly calm attitude, one of that for- 
qunaie breed 10 whom nothing very bad ever happened, and so didn’t 
igpow be should % angered or upset by this turn of events. 

“Futility.” Rico muttered I've heard of it. It’s on some of the 
dies maps. Ax old miming town They closed the place up years ago, 
because cveryone who ever came here wasted their lives away, going 
fsake Deeakany they Darks until the day they died. None of the strikes 
these ewer really panned out. That's how the place got its name I didn’t 
oxen know anyone lived here 
“Lak, Bainitoridge.”’” he added, still considerate, “I can’t go On. 
some downtime, Not without some coffee, It was already 
toetone 1 picked you up, and even if you told me right 
an ciyhtoen-wheel rig, 1 couldn't risk letting 
the load of cargo I got." 
aeeured Kieo that there wax no way | 
1 wouldn't be sorry for 


TAUCK STOF 


hot open, A gas station, 

papers from a seemingly men ae bs pig: 
| outside, A grocery store, deserted. A bookstore, he = 
then, when we were almost to the end of town, heading fo 7 
wall that looked like a dead end, we saw the open diner po Ai 
n that said HOPE, 

That's where Rico chose to park. 

Hopping down from the cab, I took a better look and realized that 
what the sign really said was HOPE'S PLACE, but the neon had burned 
* out on over half the letters. | winced when I hit the street, and Rico 
exclaimed when he noticed that what had left me without a shirt and 
strained my pants almost to indecency (the burgeoning green muscle, 
sinew, and bone mass of a rampaging monster) had also carried off 
my shoes. He pulled an old pair of sneakers out of the back of the 
eab—several sizes too large for me, but warm and cozy and inde- 
seribably welcome. I tied them around my ankles so that, if I didn’t 
try to run and jump in them, they would probably stay on. 

Rico seemed anxious to get inside, to the warmth, the lights, the 

wonderful smells of coffee, eggs and bacon, and fresh pastries. Here 
was manna. Here, I could repay him for his acts of kindness, for to 
my astonishment and relief, the inner pocket to my pants was still 
safely intact. 
The waitress who came out from the kitchen in answer to our call 
wther drew Rico’s attention away from our predicament. She was 
er, blonde, and lovely, her slim form displayed to admiration by 
tel cotton of her uniform. After taking one glance at her warm 
» smile, and another at the stunned countenance of my 
bore the dazed and happy look of a man who'd been 
g into the brilliance of the sun and was still enjoying 
lized that Rico was well and truly smitten. 

‘she led, seemed pleased and not too 
in the morning, even in a ghost 

sadness, she gamely and 
: mountains of food, 


VOL WUTTATE WN 


immed What Hitiat Wave weertieel lhe gallene cf lint olilnt domeerttih 
oiflee 

Rivo-iow that Teantd eee hin upright ane iH the Tae diy 
Was feveated ax tall, dark, and Nandeenie, Hteiel ahetllered, OHMMAE 
featured, aid eurly-haived, He eeenied ti Have ai alii ive bntabee 
Appetite Following his line Hail (yee hiagae enitiiitie el by kinwing Hie 
deal was free), | badd a lat at refveling th de, Hiyeell the Hy heeled 
of an averme nian's body aaidled with ihe aareanliinnd Hanmer and 
thirst of a monster Whe routinely expended Viel aiietitts Ht enery 
tut who offen Hepleeted to eat oF drink Hele Hearele iil Hite 

Long afier Rico Had viestly sated Hitneell ane wae Lael Cb 
fortably over the last few bites, lounging ot Hie eteal at Hie ceieiber 
T continued to feast, devouring plate after phate af Coed, aed eu ater 
cup of coffee Hope stared at ie frankly aniaeed, Val toe pie ta 
say anything 

Rico, apparently feeling some explanation wae called tor, eal 
“Bruce is okay, He was just in an aeeident 

After that, Hope was treated (to a sample of Hivos volubility, and 
I listened with amusement to Rico's extending hinwell to be even 
more pleasant than before, He was jearly intent on charming the oad 
eyed, short-order Venus, even as he enjoyed the remnants ul hile break 
fast. The waitress smiled, and hovered around the table hoopinig the 
coffee pot at the ready as, with every appearance of pleasure, she hel 
him work his wiles. 
Tt was with some surprise, when I'd finally had enough to eat, hut 
I was not alone, either, At some point, a little shadow had 
to my side, 1 turned, and found myself Taeing Nitihe 
old, bright eyed, and pretty, Although her 
she looked enough like Hope that she 


spcluding the stones of mans dixappearances— 
locals and of newly artived miners— leading to thee 
even to this day The little girl also told me that 
‘were haunted by evil qints, who jealously guanted the 
veins of pold 
disappeared, honcy. because they didn’t want & say 
pore.” Hope corrected: ber daughter "They lost their stake money 
owing for ore that never turned up. Or they found a lithe bit 
“Agd were murdered by pirates’ the child umerrupted with relish 
“Or by claim jompern Or the ghowts of the people who are angry 


they pot killed before 
“Your daughict has quite af imaginatian 1 remarked 
“Ghe get: at from her father Hope replied. “Vie could always 


o bere and order up a little 


agin a good yarn. Poople ky 
tule and listen to hum. They 


but of nothing. just « they ictas 

did that right wp ul! the day! : 
Hope began to «bear war dirty pls way 
Winet's your same?” | asked the bitte 5 ; 
The child booked a me with clear brown cycs upped ber head to 

ieee side, and answered. “Be 


J wasn't geste prepared for the stab of paun that that same gave me, 
mosek of memornc ut unleashed: of beauty and geaticness and 


al) muxcd together in an uncapected way of a paramulitary 
bn flight suit, apple of the Minty cve of her father, General 
= Berss, cme of the most handhcaded officers in the ease 
gemed forces. Betty Ross. reared an an endless series 


turned up her perfect nose at all the officers 
and brilliant carcem at her 


_ s 


commented. referrng to the legends 
mduigently at her daughter. patting her head 
that same subtle air of regret. “We know ail the 
fility 7 
We're practically royalty here.” Betty added, clearly pleased op 
have an audience. “My Momma's family used to own most of die 
town. We still own that big mountam where the road ends.~ 
“& stependous legacy.” Hope murmured sadly. “A pile of rocks 
and a hole im the ground, surrounded by lots of nothing, dead center 
= the middle of nowhere.” Her voice drifted off for 2 moment 
Wherever her imagmation had taken her. Hope came out of the fit 
im 2 Brisker mood. She shook herself and produced a pad, begining 
to total op the bill. “Nice of you boys to stop im here. [ know you 
won't be coming through agam. but i was pleasant having the busi- 
ness. and the company. You are im a hurry now, right?” Her tone 
brooked no contradiction 
“Uhhh. Uh, yeah. In a hurry. I guess we are,” Rico answered, 
disappointed and puzzied by Hope's sudden coolness. ““S got some- 
place I have to be anyhow, and we still haven't reported Bruce's 
accident.” He glanced my way, and—not wanting the subject of that 
accident to go amy farther—\ made 4 great show of figuring the tip. 
with fittle Betty closely watching. Rico tarned back to Hope with 2 
sigh and added, “Bot | wouldn't mind coming by again . . . if | could 
mM figure out the way. Maybe you could give me some directions’ 
is, we missed the entrance to Route 80, and ended up right 


TRUCK STOF 


a horror esi from the effect his words were havin 
“Maybe if you yt me to a street that’s wide pln: pete 
eg mo rig?’ Hope d 

= 2g? repeated, voice eae 
Now, her fear was sardyamcodie a Be se ee 

1 began to get a sick feeling in the pit of my stomach. 

Salas have to go,”” Hope insisted. ‘‘Both of you. Now. While you 
still can. Forget your truck and leave!” 

And before Rico could even voice a protest at the bizarre command, 
Betty called to Hope from the window that looked out into the street. 

“Mommy.” Betty said, ‘‘they’re coming.” 

The tone in that little girl’s voice made the hair on the back of my 
neck stand on end. 

““Qh, God,’” Hope replied. “Then there isn’t any time. We have 
to hide you in the back before—”’ 

The front door flew open, and slammed against the jamb. Five men 
came through the door. 

Hope jumped and gave a gasp, knocking a tray of silver onto the 
floor. A man came in from the rear of the diner, entering through the 
kitchen. 

I started feeling very sick, and it had nothing to do with my break- 


None of the men were taller than Rico, and only one was as tall, 
but several of them were broader, two visibly hard and muscular, and 
‘a third, huge and big-bellied, but hard and strong-looking for all of 
that, One of them was of African descent, and one looked Latino, 

erhap ative American blood. But in all essential Ways, 
_skinned, broken-nailed, and greasy 
and flannel and leather and chains, Some of 
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ceamond ba, wont hard eyed, ate Held the child against his legy 
aasily, Hope gasped, raising a hand to her mouth. 


“Morning, Hope." ; 
te ae as if i were just a pleasant salutation from friend to 


fegendd, av though he hada't conte it with a gang, as though the woman 
be poke ky wasn't shaking and pale, as though he wasn't restraining 
ber chi ; . 

Rico started forward, and would have gone to Betty's defense, but 
Hope held hi where he was, her fingertips feather light on his arm. 

“What do you want, Steve?’” Hope demanded, with a strength and 
SORTIMOSS that made me applaud her courage 

“Cup of coffee, maybe a short stack,” the man replied, showing 
his teeth in what might have been meant as a smile, ‘Pass the day 
with an oki friend. Maybe make some new ones.”” 

He finally let Betty go, knowing the child would understand she 
was only free because it was his whim She ran from him, wild eyed, 
roward her mother, but before she reached the end of the counter, one 
of Steve's friends was there, blocking her way. When she tried to 
bypass him, there was another, grinning down at her like a gargoyle. 

T held out my hand, and she ran to me and threw herself against 
my side. I held her there, one arm around her shoulders, hoping it 
made her feel a little safer, knowing myself what it is to be afraid. 

“You changed the signs again, Steve," Hope said, her voice flat 
and accusing. 

__ “Tdon’t know what you're accusing me of, darlin’,’* Steve replied. 
‘of his friends snickered, ‘Can't a man come and say good 
old friend without her accusin’ him of all kinds of 
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ay. He looks like a man who 

wi i , ; works for 
his hands dirty doin’ his job. 

; ; other one, he added, turning his attention my way, scar 
. | into sliding away from me, to hide behind some se 
jis ONE - - Look at them big clown shoes, and them dirty oaaale 
Is. This one looks like a real charity case. What we used to call a 


a living, ain't 


hat what you are, Mister?’’ he asked me, his manner still joc- 
ly offensive. ‘“You a bum?”’ 
T kept silent. 
“Don’t that bother you none?” he added, swinging suddenly again 
) Rico. “Don’t it bother you that he’s a bum? Don’t it bother 
you to be workin’ for a living and end up givin’ out free rides to a 
“bum? Don’t you worry he'll get your truck dirty? Ain’t you afraid 
~ he'll rob you? Maybe steal one of them fancy, expensive comput 
jou got packed into the trailer of that rig?” 
“My rig was locked!”” Rico exclaimed furiously, anger overcoming 
is caution. ‘‘How do you know what I’m hauling?” 
“Because it ain’t your truck no more, boy,”* the fat man informed 
‘im, feeling it was time he had his share of this conversation. “And 
ither is anything in it.”” 
The black man said, ‘‘If you have a problem with that, then you 
ould have come here.’’ All of them laughed, and he added, 
n and everything in it belongs to us.”” 
Steve said. He reached out to caress 


ers 


Hope’s cheek; 
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and shook me off the way a dog throws a chew toy, and the force of 
his arm sent me reeling into the hands of the Latino, who held me. 

One of the others slammed me in the stomach and the face uni 
my head spun, and I began to feel strangely sick and cold in a way 
I'd felt before. My vision began to tunnel, and I squirmed boa of their 
hands and headed for the door, hoping to avert disaster, praying there 
was some way | could summon someone who'd come to the aid of 
Betty and Hope and Rico. 

| must have looked like a coward when I ran, and what was Worse, 
I was. It was true. I was afraid. I was afraid for my friends, afraid for 
myself, afraid of what still could happen. 

“And then a man I hadn't seen yet, one they must have placed 
outside as lookout, slammed the diner door inward and into me. He 
picked me up and threw me through the window. I could feel darkness 
falling, and I knew it was already too late 


Hulk woke up lying in street. Street was dirty and full of 
broken glass. Points on broken glass were sharp, so Hulk got up, 
Stupid man was standing over Hulk. Man yelled, and other men 
came. Men brought woman and girl and man with bloody nose. 
Woman was crying. Little girl looked afraid. Bloody man looked 
at Hulk. 


Seeing little girl cry made Hulk feel bad. Made Hulk want to 
smash bad men who made her cry. 


Man with bloody nose talked to Hulk. Bloody man called Hulk 
by stupid name Hulk didn’t know. Hulk didn’t know stupid man. 
Hulk didn’t know men who were yelling. Hulk didn’t like seeing 
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-men stopped talking. Gave Hulk food. Food was good. 
e with stupid, puny men with good food. 
Boe Hulk truck with boxes in back. Man asked Hulk 
to help take boxes out. Hulk lifted boxes because Hulk is strong. 
Hulk helped friends. Hulk threw boxes out of truck. 
stupid, puny boxes all smashed. Machines in boxes all were 
Men were angry. Hulk did not care. Men wanted truck 
empty- Stupid truck was empty. 
Puny fat man tried to yell at Hulk, so Hulk smashed him. 
Hulk’s other friends stopped yelling. 
~ Other people came, but Hulk’s friend said new people were 
friends of Banner, so Hulk chased them away. Hulk’s friends were 
yery happy. Gave Hulk more to eat. Hulk’s new friends were ‘‘pi- 
rates.”’ Hulk’s best friend was pirate king. Pirate king gave Hulk 
Jots of food, kept other friends from making noise. 
Hulk was happy. 
Friends of puny Banner stayed away. Puny Banner stayed 
away. Banner stays away because Banner is afraid of Hulk. 
Pirate king wanted Hulk to help. Pirate king wanted Hulk to 
fight friends of Banner. King wanted Hulk to smash many friends 
" of Banner. But friends of Banner were hiding. Banner’s friends 
"were cowards. Cowards hid in big building with broken lights on 


liked building. Building smelled like food. But coward 

is of Banner hid inside, so Hulk smashed building wall. Hulk 

were only crying woman and little girl. Hulk did not see 

»r. Hulk did not see Banner’s friends. 

ding grabbed crying woman. Kissed woman’s face. 

to smash pirate, but woman was too puny, Pirate 
1an cried out, ‘Betty!’’ to little 
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Hulk will smash Ross, but Betty is Hulk's friend. Huth rites, 
mitt girl did not took Hike Betty, but Hulk Whed her, Huth 
didn’t like to see her ery: Hulk hates when Hetty eres, 

Pirate king tried to smash woman again, 0 Hulk amuanhed 1. 
ey ‘kins landed in street. Stupid king yelled and yelled, % 
Hulk followed him. Hulk wanted to punel stupid man to make 
yelling stop. Other pirates came to help stupid king, 

One pirate had a gun. Hulk hates guns. Puny soldiers try to 
kill Hulk with guns, Hulk hate pony soldiers and Hulk hate stupid 
men. Pirate shot Hulk. Stupid bullets from gun annoy Halk, 9 
Hulk took gun away and smashed stupid man, 

Bloody man came to help Hulk. Man tried to smash Hulk with 
truck. Bloody man saw truck coming. Bloody man yelled, so Hulk 
would hear. Hulk turned and saw truck, Truck hit Hulk, Track 
smashed. Hulk wanted to smash stupid pirates, 90 Hulk took truck 
and threw truck at pirates. Stupid pirates ran away, but truck hit 
other trucks. Trucks were all parked together. Truck Hulk threw 
blew up. Other trucks blew up. Everything blew up. 

Stupid pirates ran way. 

Then, side of mountain where trucks blew up started to fall. 
Side of mountain fell in. Hulk saw big hole in mountain. Rocks 
fell and smashed bigger hole. Dust from stupid rocks made Hulk 
cough. Smoke from stupid fire made Hulk sneeze. 
gue Hulk was sneezing, Hulk’s friends smashed stupid pi 
‘Put stupid pirates in jail. Then friends went to look at new 


very large. Hole was shiny. Sun was shining inte 
Light was bright. Stupid bright light hurt Hulk’ 
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fun the tows like their own private fiefdom, While they 


drive through unmolested, they used brutality and 
y the rest of the people in line, They occasionally used 
and misplaced road signs to bring in gypsy tucks with 
o, to fill their coffers. 
, thanks to the Hulk, the reign of terror was over, With the 
on their way, and an investigation sure to be launched, 
Rico and Hope were only too anxious to help hustle me out of town, 
contribution, Hope sacrificed her personal means of transportation; 
a t, old motorcycle with a full tank of gas. One of her nei ghbors 
threw in some shoes that almost fit, and a long, leather overcoat. 
There would be no more handouts from Rico. When the Hulk de 
stroyed his rig, Rico Melvin lost everything he had ever had... and 
would no longer be needing. He, Hope, and Betty were going to be 
come a family. A loving, happy, 2nd, God willing, very prosperous 
family. 
I was glad. 
Memories of them would cheer me later, when the loneliness of 
my own life got to be too much. 
With a final hug from the bride-to-be, a teary kiss from the sweetest 
child ever, and directions to the second best truck stop that Rico knew 
ily in my Velcro pocket, I said good-bye to Futility and hit the 
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» dawn. The sirens of ambulances departing the devas- 
in the gridlock clutches of moming rush hour. Horns 
y in response, There was nowhere for the cars to go 
4 out of their way. The ambulance sirens only added to the frus- 
‘of commuters who wanted nothing more than to get on with 
. To get it over with, and it hadn't even started yet. 
Th ambulances weren't going anywhere fast 
Eig se Hauer knew that people died on their way to the hos- 
too frequently in Manhattan, only because it took too long to 
there. It was one of the risks you took if you w anted to live 
Big Apple. It was one of the frustrations of trying to save lives 
wo, 
hat was not why Mrs. Ingraham had died, though. Nope. That one 
Sanne’s fault, no matter what her former supervisors were 


elbowed her way toward the ruins of what had once 
e real estate, she was amazed to see commuters rushing 
more than a fast glance at the destruction. The notion 
away, no onc cared what had happened here, made 
Christianne seem surreal, nightmarish. 
a seen similar expressions of betrayal and disbelief on 
and dying brought to the hospital: how could 
hallway; how could they talk about what to have 
the hospital televisions dare show sitcoms? 
forever, why didn’t everyone else's? 
to clear her thoughts. She wasn't a 
behind her. Dwelling on the past 
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store, the Dojo restaurant, all in a litte Hine of brownstones that hag 


been there yesterday. 
Just rubble now, ' 
She kept to the silhouettes of the buildings, darting into a shaded 


threshold to avoid detection by mounted policemen They weren't let 
ting people in yet, even the building owners and store managers, Ay 
far as she knew, everyone had complied with the police department's 
order, But the shop was her livelihood, and Christianne had never 
been very good at doing what she was told 

She'd heard stories about the Hulk previous to this, mainly in the 
tabloids and gossipy talk shows. But this wasn’t any tabloid report 
This was New York City, It was her own life 

Some kind of mindless monster, that’s what she'd read, But how 
horrible a monster must the Hulk be, that the government was willing 
to destroy so much in an attempt to capture him, And deapite the best 
efforts of the New York state police, the National Guard, even the 
Army, he had escaped, leaving destruction in his wake 

So all this was, essentially, for nothing. As meaningless as Mrs 
Ingraham's death. 
Christianne stopped, and gasped. In the center of the block, her 
Blossoms, was still standing, but the windows were shattered 


. For a moment, she couldn't believe what she was seeing, Just 
mildn’t believe that her insurance company was insisting that 
§ rampage and the government's pursuit of him amounted 
: pu in act of God-—and they were therefore not obliged 

‘one cent for the damage. 

low tape the fire department had used to cor 
1 the shops on the block, she kicked some 
out of her path and tried to fit the key 19 
‘she had to hold her breath a moment 


ack into place, more out of habit than any actual 


»d under her breath as she surveyed the damage. 
t her medical career behind, abandoned it for a life of 
plicity surrounded by beauty. The shop had become not 
lihood, but her life. Each meticulous arrangement brought 
ape, put a little more distance from the pain in her heart 
aught about what had come before. 
s gone. Destroyed. There was nothing left for her now. 
tianne kicked broken glass and clumps of potting soil out of 
vay and crossed to the counter. Hundreds of flowers were strewn 
e wet floor, a kaleidoscope of tainted beauty. She glanced up. 
that the sprinklers had come on when the place had burst 


ing moved in a darkened comer, and Christiane jumped, 
her fists up in a self-defense posture she'd learned years 
But then she heard a soft mewling, and her hands dropped as 
snized the sound. 
Sonia,”* she whispered. ‘*Poor girl.”’ 
nne picked her way carefully through the mess and reached 
5 o lift up the store mascot, Sonia—a stray cat that had moved 
tore when Christianne had, seventeen months ago. She didn’t 
ww Sonia had survived, or how shell-shocked the poor thing 
t she was absurdly glad to see her, and nuzzled her close. 
sod in the weak moming light, covered her face with her 
and leaned against the counter. Another dream shattered 
baby doll, I guess we just go home, right?’ she said to the 
; io. ‘‘Nothing for us to do here.” 

that confirmed her suspicion that nothing else of 
anne steeled herself to the despair she knew 
toward the door. Where the outer wall had 
ews there was a huge pile of rubble. Rather 

sadly trap that the front door had become, she 
bris and began to walk over shattered glass 


ae 
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“Oh am God!" Christianne shouted, and stumbled forward to eal 
ing the sidewalk. The cat leapt from her arms and landeq 


i d to stare at her. 
beside her, then cocked its hea 
Christianne stared in horror at the debris. It heaved once. Twice. 


The third and last time, a hand appeared from beneath a charre 


wooden beam. 


A human hand. 
Christianne’s eyes went wide. Then the doctor she had once been 


took over, and she rushed forward, and began carefully pulling stone 
and brick, wood and glass away from the pile. 

It was fully five minutes before she saw the side of his face— 
remarkably unmarked given that he was buried under a landslide of 
rubble. He did, however, have a long scratch on his cheek, wet and 
recent. Probably from a shard of glass that he’d slid against while 
buried in the rubble. 

The man groaned again, and Christianne continued her work. It 
wasn’t long before she uncovered his bare chest. A moment later, she 
breathed a sigh of relief to find that he had pants on. She assumed he 
was a homeless man, perhaps sleeping in the doorway of her shop, 
when the Hulk began his rampage. 

As a former doctor, Christiane felt responsible for the man. As 4 
human being, she felt doubly that his injuries were her responsibility. 
sought shelter from her, in some tangential way, and it had 
killed him. 
§ crazy, she knew. But she couldn’t help the way she felt. 
en her burden throughout life... which was why the 
irs. Ingraham continued to haunt her. 
ale shaking the man. ‘Anybody home in 


i but she didn’t want to move him 


“Please don’t do that again,” he said, his voiee pitiful, “It's a very 
aapleanant sensation,” 

Christianne coukin’t help it, She began to laugh. All the heartache 
of the past few hours came welling up in a kind of mad relief that 
this man was awake and alive at all, and able to utilize sardonic wit 
in the face of such catastrophe. 

“I'm pleased you find my . . . situation so anusing, miss,’ the man 
said dryly. ““Most people wouldn't find an explosion humorous.” 

“An explosion that used to be my livelihood,’’ she said, trying to 
explain how much she needed to laugh. ‘You're buried in what was 
once my flower shop.” 

The man winced, as if in pain. When he looked up at her, she could 
see the pain was all inside him. In his heart 

“I'm sorry,”” he said. 

Which she thought was an odd response. Not the words, but the 
tone. It was as though he were not lamenting her loss, but actually 
apologizing for it. 

“Well, I'll wait for the Hulk or the president to apologize, but 
thanks for the sentiment,”* she said. 

That seemed to bother him as well, And as she looked at him, 
fe the lack of a shirt, or shoes, or more-than-tattered pants, Chris 
anne began to have doubts about her first assessment of him. He 
mi more like a college professor than a homeless man. Not that 

weren't homeless former professors, but this guy was different. 

homeless, siean whet. wan be? Who wos he? 3a 
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“you'll excuse me if | took you for homeless,"* she said, "But, 


well... what happened to your clothes? 

“qt's a crazy story,” he said, and smiled self-deprecatingly. “New 
York, you know? You wouldn't believe me if I told you.” 

“TIL bet | would,”* she replied, but she wasn't so sure. 

Still, there was just something about this man, He seemed sad, yes, 
but also intelligent and warm and genuine. Christianne sighed. Then 
she did something her mother would have killed her for. Christianne 
held out her hand and said, “Here, let me help you.”” 

A short time later, she was making them both tea in her apartment 
on West Fourth Street. 

“Do you take sugar?’ Christianne called from the kitchen as she 
heard Bruce come out of the shower. 

When he emerged from the hall, he was wearing Kevin's bathrobe, 
dark blue with maroon stripes, very Wall Street. It was one of many 
souvenirs of her recently failed relationship with a handsome invest- 
ment broker who was clearly going places. 

Although she'd been the one to officially end it, Kevin had been 
leaving since the day she quit medicine. He’d just never made it all 
the way to the door. It had been painfully obvious that he thought life 
with the owner of a flower shop wasn’t upscale enough for him. He 
needed a trophy lover with a trophy career. He would never have left 
'd still been a doctor. 
be he would have. He had also gotten tired of the night 
her as she awakened, gasping for breath the way 
done. Tired of trying to break down the walls he 
herself. 
in there,’* he had said, pointing accusingly 
"t think I’ll ever get to meet her.”” He 

'd left behind, and when Chiristianne 


ibly make you some soup,”’ she said, 

ly at her and moved to the kitchen table. The cat 

) the table beside his hand and mewed up at him. He gave 

pat al d sighed. It was a bone-weary sigh, one that bespoke a 
of despair and sorrow. Christianne recognized it from her own 

n her own repertoire of sounds and gestures and expressions. 

y were kin, then, in some way. Some special club of people 

and failing to forget the past. 

set his tea cup down and sat across from him. She was still 


“Are you sure you don’t want to go to the hospital?’’ she asked. 
“Get checked out?’ 

Bruce shook his head. ‘‘I’m sure, but thanks. I have the feeling I 
_ already got checked out.’’ He gazed at her. ‘‘Do you moonlight as an 


“A paramedic? Well, I used to do. . . something like that.” 

_ He regarded her, drinking his tea as if he expected her to fill in 
more blanks. But she said nothing, using the cat as a distraction 
a wandered over to her. ‘‘How are you, baby? Looking none 
e for wear.’ She turned to her bedraggled guest. *“‘Which is 
When she first came to me, she had a tibfib fracture—" 

herself and gave the cat another pat. Having this man 
made her nervous. It also made her realize that Kevin 
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carrying a Joan on the business that she’d managed to land only 

through relentlessly pressuring the loan officer of a new startup say- 
ings bank. Now she had no income, no possibility of reopening the 
store, and she owed tens of thousands of dollars. It amazed her now 
that she'd been gutsy enough to start her own business after the de- 
bacle of her short medical career. Well, doctors were supposed to have 
huge egos, weren't they? 

Only, she wasn’t a doctor any longer. 

“[’m sorry about your store,”” Bruce said again; and again, she was 
intrigued. 

““Thanks.”’ She looked around the kitchen, half-stood, then laughed 
harshly as she sat back down. There was nothing that needed doing 
except to wash two coffee cups ‘*I’m not used to sitting around doing 
nothing, | guess, When you're self-employed, you're always on the 
run. I guess you'd know that, being a reporter “q 

“On the run,”’ he repeated, and his smile told of an irony, a secret 
she knew she would never share. “I know how that is.” 

Bruce set down his cup. ‘‘Well, thanks for the tea. I—"" 

_ The phone rang. Christianne leaned back in her chair and snagged 

he portable off the kitchen counter. It was Nick Daniels, who had the 

p next to hers. He sold stained glass and knickknacks. He'd hinted 
it going out for a coffee a few times, but she'd kept her distance 


il. Isabelle’s dying.”* 
ye asked, suddenly numb. ‘*What hospital?” 
the store on the other side of Nick. She sold 
rints. She was young and shrewd and filled 
ow her very well, But of late, she didn’t 


cha¢ "s was the hospital wh 
™ ere she had i 
Cer ae Practiced. It was 
Christi stared at the man seated ac 

; ross from her and tri 
g, anything. All she could do was stare at him gee 
3?’ Daniels said through the telephone receiver. ‘‘Chris, can 
hea me?” : 
As Bruce looked back at her, she finall i 
A e F y began to regain her bal- 
e. She lifted her chin. : ot 
it are they doing for her?’’ she asked Daniels, her mind click- 
¢ doctor mode, hungry for data, preparing to make a battery of 


she wasn’t very good at that, was she? 

She ignored the little voice in her mind and asked in a rapid-fire 
t, ‘What percentage of the body surface area? Are they full thick- 

s? Is she receiving adequate fluids?” 

, Sonia swatted at Bruce’s tea cup. It sailed to the floor 

into a dozen brittle shards. The cat prepared to launch 

it, but the man stopped her by catching her in mid-flight. 

{ in frustration and tried to scratch him. He held her 


* Daniels replied miserably over the phone. *“They 

ly not going to make it. But they're so busy. 

giving her enough attention.” 

, wnne’s mind, the doctor she'd once been and 

shbor she’d always tried to be screamed at her 
i wt 


Back to St. Michael's? it said. Why, 
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to her head, suddenly very dizzy. 

the cat ruse rose and came around wo her side of the 
, from her hand and put it to his ear. 
,'“Tma friend of Christianne’s. Tell me 


what you told her.”’ He listened. He went white. Softly, almost too 


softly for Christianne to hear him, he murmured, **What was the cause 
of the fire? Yes, 1 know he was there. But was the fire a result of the 
military bombardment or something the Hulk did?” 

As she struggled to compose herself, Christianne watched Bruce 
The angry cut across his face gave him a sinister look that belied the 
gentleness of his voice as he probed for answers. She had no idea 
why it would matter to him if Isabelle was dying because of something 
the government did, or if it was the Hulk's fault And then she re 
membered that he was a reporter, and for a moment she flashed with 
anger. He didn’t really care who had mortally wounded Isabelle, He 
wanted to know because it was his job to know. 

Then he said, **That’s called a pulmonary contusion,”” to Nick on 
the phone, as if he were explaining something. **From when the book 
case fell on top of her. What's the condition of her cervical spine?” 
He was asking good questions about a tragic diagnosis, She remem 
: his question about Sonia's tibfib fracture, and frowned 

‘Who the heck was this guy, really? It was possible he'd once been 
reporter, or something. But he knew way more about med 
Keep us informed,”” Bruce added, and hung up ‘h¢ 
at Christianne, there were rings beneath his cy 
his forehead and his checks. 

d my butting in,” he said. **You looked like 


"Yes, thanks for that. The whole 
*t know Isabelle well. bu! 


Then Bruce sad: 


2 ats through the kitchen, Sonia’s sad meow. It didn’t matter in the 
least if he stayed or went. It wouldn't change a thing. 

But for some reason, she didn’t want Bruce to leave yet. Maybe it 
her odd belief that they shared something. 

“Stay.’’ she said. *‘Just awhile. One more cup of tea.”’ 

Bruce nodded, and rose from the table to pour himself another cup. 

held out her own cup, even though it was nearly full. He 

ed it for her and then sat back down at the table. They both 

look a sip, almost like a salute. 

) “St. Michael’s has a good burn unit,”’ she said after a long silence. 

care s.’’ He nodded. He looked down at the table. ‘‘But I wouldn't 

“get my hopes up, Chris.”* 

© she was Chris, now, was she? 

you a physician?”’ she asked him. ‘“‘With the government? 

ou there because, I don’t know, are they trying to figure out a 

7 . ui! it re 

* he man sighed. “What do you know about him?” 

her head. ‘‘Only that he’s a monster, and extremely 


destruction like this follows wherever he goes. He’s 


innocent people.”’ She ducked her head, filled with 
l she thought. What was the difference? 


C at Christianne and she nodded her 
4. Said simply, ‘‘I'm sorry, yes, there won't 


guy,”” he told her. 
\é are a lot 


LS, 


a calls I should 


: 
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More of Kevin's things. She nodded, wondering if after he dressed, 
he would leave. And if he’d send the clothes back, neatly dry cleaned, 
or keep them as she had insisted he do. They were no use to her, that 
Ta nad her calls, made more tea. Nick Daniels called again and 
told her that while others had died that day, Isabelle was hanging on 
The doctors were surprised, and were beginning to hold out some hope 
for a recovery. 

“She's trying to tell them something,’ Daniels added. 

“Tell them what?”’ Christiane asked. ““Who was responsible?” 

Her glance ticked toward the doorway. Bruce was there, in Kevin's 
dark blue Harvard sweatshirt and a pair of gray sweats. He'd been 
too skinny for the blue jeans she’d offered, even with a belt. The cut 
on his cheek was the only evidence that he’d been in the same disaster 
that had almost claimed Isabelle’s life. 

“Maybe,”’ Daniels said. “‘It’s hard to say.” 

“Pll come down.’ The thought made her stomach lurch. She 
hadn't been inside St. Michael’s for more than a year. A year, five 
months, and four days, to be precise. 

. “Wow, that’s really nice of you,”’ he said, sounding surprised 
“But there’s really nothing you can do. Her family’s been notified 
They're on their way in from upstate.”’ 
Nothing she could do. That was true. 
— hovered in the doorway. “*She’s better?”” 
slightly, as if a weight had been lifted from his 


aia 
- 


eat."’ Then he hesitated. ““Did the Hulk do it?” 


ly want an answer to that,’’ he said sadly. 

gmfortable, Bruce took a step backward, The cat began 
then stopped, and growled at him. 

‘rang again. Distracted by Sonia's reaction, Christianne 

**You?”’ 

ck.”’ His voice was low and agonized. ‘She's gone.” 


s nurse told me she sat straight up and said, ‘The monster,” 
she collapsed and died.”’ 

*No,”” she whispered. ‘Oh, no."* 

“Pve got to go. Her family’s here and they want to talk to me.”” 

Tell them I'm sorry,”* she said, then remembered that they would 
have no idea who she was. 

“The man in Christianne’s house moaned softly. She ticked her gaze 
him as she hung up. She said meanly, **Well, you've got your 
y. An official deathbed confession.” 
was the Hulk,”’ Bruce said dully. 

* She dropped her voice. “It was me. If I hadn't... | might 
n in the ER when she came in...” 

ced at Christianne. ‘*You're a doctor.”” 

s,"’ she said bitterly. 

you had been in the ER, you could have saved her?” 


n le only God can save.’* His voice was hoarse. 
Id you know?”’ she flared. ‘‘Do you know what it's 
ne die? To know down to your very soul that if 

rently, they'd still be alive?”” 


THe ULTIMATE WOU 


Bruce held her. He said, “*Clots are hard to detect.”” 

“Which is why I should have ordered the Heparin.” She lost her- 
self in her guilt and misery, weeping in front of him when she had 
not been able to weep in front of Kevin. 

After a time, Bruce said in a gentle voice, ‘“The patient is the one 
with the disease.”” 

““That’s what they teach you in med school,”’ she said, then paused, 
tried to pull away. She was shaken and sick that she had revealed her 
shame to him. ‘‘Not that you went, right? Whoever you really are.” 

“She was old. She might have had an embolus at any time. You 
should fight to get back your license,’ he went on. 

“tt wasn’t revoked. I resigned.”” 

There was a long silence. Bruce said thickly, ‘‘Hiding.”” 

She lifted her head; he held it against his chest. “‘Don’t.”” 

“Don’t... ?’’ she said, confused. 

“Don’t hide,’’ he said. **Chris . . . Dr. Hauer, | know what's it like 
to be a... scientist... with incomplete knowledge that results in trag- 
edy. But you can’t live your life in fear.”” 

She shut her eyes tight. ‘I don’t live in fear.’’ Only with night- 
mares, she thought. 

“< ‘Birst, do no harm,’ ’? he said. ““By not practicing, you're harm- 
ing people you could have saved. The people I...°* he trailed off. 

“They tried to use that rationale on me when I resigned.’” She 
snc her brad. T's over. Tl never hurt anybody again.” 

1 will.” Bruce’s voice sounded strained. ‘‘I can’t stop running, 

stianne. They'll never leave me alone, when all 1 want is peas® 
me to undo what uncontrolled science has done. As each 


e another piece of myself. I can’t stop running. 
~ 


is yourself. 1 hate to be cruel, but I don’t have time to 
e. Your self-pity is a luxury you can’t afford, Neither can 


‘who might have been your patients. 
hiding, Christiane. Find the peace of mind that I will never 


we" 
“Bruce,”’ she said, frowning, ‘*I don’t understand, What are you 


- hiding from? What are you running from?” 

q He laughed, and there was a kind of animal grunt in that laugh that 
" frightened her a little. She glanced up to see the haunted look in his 
[ «sed . . 
_ “Myself,” he said. ‘‘Same as you. Only I can never truly hide 
from what I’ve done.”’ He pushed re from her and turned his back. 


then he was gone out the front ee 

janne stared after him, slowly coming to terms with what had 
J. With who she had sat with and sipped tea with, and felt a 
ith. Christianne didn’t understand everything Bruce had said. 
heart she felt a profound and abiding grief for the man who 
n her only kindness. 

) had given her hope. 
for her jacket, searched the apartment for her keys and 
hout thinking. Christianne slammed the door on her 
down the stairs, moving quickly. When she hit 


‘They'd be nervous about letting her see patients, 
ere rules. She’d have to be reevaluated. 

she'd just be an extra set of hands. With 
er was running the ER would be over- 
fork out the ramifications of it tomor- 
ved as many lives as fate would allow. 


@ 
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Old Sandor had hunted this jungle since he was a boy. His sons 
had Jearned to hunt here, and his grandson, too. After all these years, 
sandor knew the jungle’s sights and sounds better than those of his 


own home. 

The birds were quiet. The air was still. 

Something was wrong. 

Sandor tightened his grip on the spear he carried. Its familiar heft 
comforted him as he crept through the dense undergrowth. As he 
slowly moved forward, he heard the sounds: Labored breathing. A 
deep, low growl. The slow grinding of teeth and unmistakable crack- 
ing of bones. 

A lesser man might have turned back. But this was Old Sandor, 
who had hunted the fearsome serpent-beasts and lived to tell the tale. 
He felt no fear as he pushed aside the greenery to get a clear view of 
whatever beast might be feasting on the other side. 

And that’s when Old Sandor began to scream. 


It had been too long since the Hulk had felt so at ease. He lay on 
his back, cushioning his head in his powerful hands, and listened to 
the relaxed sound of his own breathing. A cool breeze wafted across 
the grass—which was a shade darker than his emerald skin—and filled 
his nostrils with the pleasant scent of wildflowers. For once, he could 

Sas beet of the won ned the sounds Boas im, without fear of 
: interruptions by giant robots or Mandroids or gawky young 
ly struggling to maintain a grip 
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tulty awake, she shifted her boxy to curt up closer w? Im 

Sahih, Jowe,”” Wis deep waive quietly rurmiied. Jura wedded gag 
back to 

yo ctesagey ix here on Jaretla’s world, the Walk thenaghe 

On Barth, Pm a mindless monster, endlessly hunted by the wery peepite 

who fear me the most, Bul here, U'm a hero, the consort af Jarellg, 

the queen of this subatomic world—the most beautiful, mont loving 

woman ve ever mer 

Additionally, thanks to a spell woven by Jarella’s royal sorcerer, 
the Hulk even possessed Bruce Banner's full intelligence-—-something 
he had never dared dream possible. Incredible power and limitless 
intellect—within the confines of this subatomic world, he could have 
the best of both 

And, he had to admit, it was far easier to fit in when everyone 
around him was green 

As he looked to the rich violet sky, the Hulk's thoughts drifted 
back to the people he had left behind when he had traveled to Jarefla’s 
world. 

Rick Jones had a burgeoning music career these days, and from the 
rumors that sifted down through various channels, Rick had moved 
on from his partnership with Captain America and the Avengers @ 
form some sort of connection to a new hero—Marvel or Mar-Vell of 

something like that. 
And Betty Ross. Well, Betty was engaged now. Major Glenn Talbot 
ild certainly make a better husband than someone who could t=" 


” 
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v 

‘The diminutive wizard fairly spat the word as he glared at the lovers 
far below, Robes swirling around his slight form, be tuned away from 
the tower window, 

“You take these things far too seriously, friend Moli,”” his fellow 
mage remarked, Seated in a battered wooden chair that stood beside 
an equally-battered wooden table, he smiled as his companion angrily 
stomped back and forth across the smal) room. 

“Seriously, Holi?’’ Moli barked. **The traditions that have bound 
our people for countless generations? The sacred trust that we hold as 
Her Majesty's sorcerers regent? Yes, | take these things seriously’ As 
you should, as well!"’ 

Holi poured himself a drink from the flagon on the table and 
crossed his legs. *“The Queen is yet a young woman. Moli. and deeply 
in love. Has it been so many years that you have forgotten the power 
of a youthful love?” 

“The throne is ruled by /aws, not affairs of the heart.” Moli coun- 
tered. **This ‘Hulk’ is an outlander! Are there no suitable young men 
upon this globe, that the Queen must take a consort from beyond the 
very boundaries of our world? Her choice reflects badly upon the 
entire populace."’ 

E Siege nr tne Be Belt mn wea = Soom 


di’? Moli snapped. ““‘Torla may be Senior Mage 

Sad, but he suffers from an overabundance of gratitude. 

overthrew Visis’s plans of rebellion, Toria has 

jolve all our problems. If the Hulk and the Queen 
RNa wpind ae 


— 
a 
ss 
= 
— 
—_ 
= 
= 
= 
— 
—_ 
= 
— 
_— 
= 


It was almost an involuntary reflex as the assembled masses drew — 
back. The Hulk had barely raised his voice, but there was no hiding — 
its menacing tone. 

“What do you mean, there's a ‘problem'?”’ 

Though the top of his head barely reached to the Hulk's expansive 
chest, Moli coolly kept his gaze fixed on the green behemoth's dark 
eyes. “‘It is nothing personal, I assure you.”’ He held up a scrap of 
parchment, darkly-colored and rolled into a tube-shape. *‘It is a legal 
matter. My hands are tied.”’ 1 

Seated on her throne, Jarella silently wished that Moli had chosen 
a better time for this confrontation. Mornings were reserved for pe- 
titioners. Jarella felt strongly that a queen must be accessible to the 
people she served—the line of subjects that stretched far beyond her 
receiving hall attested to her devotion to that principle. Each day, 
Jarella would listen attentively to a long list of requests and griev- 
ances. She had been in the midst of hearing a dispute over a mud- 
goat when Moli had interrupted. 

Jarella scanned the hall. All eyes were focused on the green goliath 
and the diminutive mage. The queen noted curiosity and more than & 
little nervousness in the faces of her subjects. ‘ 

“| am afraid the written tradition is quite specific regarding suitors 
to the queen,” Moli was explaining. “There are rules and ons. 
In lar, there is a test.”’ 


THERE Of DRAGONS 


‘Friend Moli, please see reason. The Hulk has saved 
giant Warthos. He defeated the mercenary hordes 
He has proven his worth time and again—" 
“prescribed way,”” Moli replied. He unrolled the ancient 
“The scriptures are quite clear: ‘He who would wear the 
1 first be proven worthy. Only he who has eradicated the 


f the Hellbeast may wed the queen.’ ” 
*Hellbeast’?’’ The Hulk looked to Torla. ‘‘He can't be 


“ is true, friend Hulk—the traditions do specify such a thing,” 
said. ‘However, the Hellbeast 1s but a legend, a story told to 
“Would that were the case," Moli said grimly. He gestured to an 
fly man who stood in the entryway to the hall. It was Old Sandor 
¢ hunter stepped forward. Holding his well-worn hat in his 
he bowed before the queen. ‘*Your Majesty,” he said humbly, 
seen it. It lives in the jungle—a terrible, hideous beast like 
have seen before! It is longer than the length of three men, 
x than an entire pack of Warthos! It has razor-sharp teeth 
of my arm, and claws like polished steel!”” 
mur ran through the crowd as Sandor continued. ‘‘I tried to 
F with my spear, but it could not penetrate the monster's 
Jowered his gaze, unable to look Jarella in the eye, 
hoarse whisper. “I am ashamed to say the 
that I fled.”* 
hunter. *‘An act for which I am grate- 
d not have been able to give us ample 


was clear to see that he was 
stra d his back and re- 


ae 
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The Hulk followed the sweep of Sandor’s hand around the room, 
It was obvious that fear was quickly spreading among Jarella’s assem. 
bled subjects. She needed to act. 

Jarella rose to her feet address the crowd. 

“People of K'ai!’’ she announced, “You have heard the threat that 
faces our kingdom. There are few indeed who might have the strength 


and courage to destroy this beast. Truly, we are fortunate to have 


among us one who does!"” 

The Hulk frowned. / don’t like where this seems to be going . 

“Tonight,” Jarella continued, ‘there shall be a banquet to celebrate 
the the fact that we shall soon be rid of this menace. Then, come the 
dawn, the Hulk shall go forth... to slay the Hellbeast!”’ 

A change came over the crowd almost instantaneously. Fear and 
concern were clearly etched on the faces of most of the assembled 
subjects, but now the Hulk noticed the occasional look of awe and 
relief. As always, Jarella had known exactly what to say to defuse a 
touchy situation, 

The Hulk turned to Jarella, who smiled sweetly. For a moment, the 
jade giant looked as though he might say something, but then seemed 

to think better of it. Silently, he smiled at the queen and nodded his 
acceptance of her decision. 
or of them noticed the wicked grin playing across Moli’s face. 


before a window in the queen’s chambers that night, the 
ed out at the darkened countryside. Here and there, the light 
ooking fire dotted the landscape; all else was black. 


and rested a hand on the satin cloak that 
moth’s broad back. ‘Our banquet guests have 
his head to clear away the troubling thoughts. 


But you are the mightiest warrior in this land, my love,”’ Jarella 
yeassuringly. ““You will surely triumph.” 
he jade giant turned to face her and smiled. ‘‘I appreciate the 
fidence, dear, but that’s not the problem.”’ 
ia tilted her head to one side, her expression clearly one of 
ion, ‘“Then, what is the problem?” 
he Hulk sighed. “‘Memory.”’ He looked at the queen, saw she did 
Jerstand, ‘‘This whole matter would be much easier on my 
just bellow ‘Hulk smash!’ and go pound the 


here, with Bruce Banner's mind...”" 
ed back to stare out the window. “You see, Jarella, there 


world out there, one you could barely imagine. That world 
wn mindless beast—a beast who is constantly on the run from 
The only difference is that, on that world, the beast .. . is 


e air for a long moment. The Hulk 
for the look of horror he was certain 
res, Waiting for her to realize that 


Hellbeast into 


s seem to hang in th 
rella carefully, waiting 
eon her lovely featu 


ve with a monster, 
Tuctant to slay the Hellbeast,”’ Jarella slowly replied, 


ots. yourself?”” 


to respond to that reaction. 
cheek. **Your gentility is 
in this instance, it is mis- 
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‘ i . But there is 
exterior say be gruft, thas 86 & good 
_ The Hellbeast, on the other hand, is the 


core undern : ‘ 
_Ttisa vicious killer that threatens the lives and 


ang of every creature in this realm.” 
She reached up to cradle the jade giant’s face in her delicate hands, 
“The Hellbeast is an animal, my love. You are a man.” 
. The Hulk paused to consider her words. True, he had caused his 
own fair share of nightmares 1" people unfortunate enough to have 
crossed his path, but could Jarella be right? 
If the Hellbeast really was the bestial, inhuman killer Jarella and 
J her subjects said it was, then maybe that did make the difference 
between the monster and the Hulk. Maybe the Hellbeast was like a 
man-eating tiger or 4 killer shark 
would continue preying on humans 
the creature was the only way to safeguard the lives of innocents, 
perhaps it was all for the best. 
Then again, there were a great num 
who felt the same way about the Hulk 
The Hulk shook his head to banish that thought. // 
ing that way, he told himself. Besides, if this is the only wa) fe 
» hold on to Jarella... 
you're right,”” he offered tentatively. 
. smiled. “Certainly, | am right.’* She stood on pte 
cheek. ‘Now, come. Our guests are waiting ig 
hand, she led him to the vast hall where the 
Song filled the air as boisterous guests 
platters piled high with roasted meal 
‘cup to see the royal couple at the door 
cried, “All hail Quee® Jarella 


a conscienceless predator that 


until it was stopped. If destroying 


ber of people back on Earth 


ave to stop think 
wr me 
ye to Kiss 


banque! 
njoy fa 


\ Wi ‘ouyp tn a adlent toaat to the erowd 
to smile as thelr cheers washed over hin. 


wore a preen-and-brown bhuc beneath him as the Hulk 


sot himself across the jungle in a series of mighty leaps. He 
as best as De could to scan the area for signs of his prey, but the 


_gaase fotiage Del most of the ground from view, 

Wim an ear-shatteriy thoom! that shook the earth and sent fright: 

gond snameals scurrying in all directions, the Hulk landed in the center 

aide junghk. His aerial search ended, he began hunting for the beast's 
gall on the ground. 

‘Unfortunately, the Hulk had no idea of what he was supposed to 

be Wooking for. Bruce Banner's graduate traning 1h physics had never 

him with any experience in tracking wild animals; neither 

had any of the Hulk's innumerable rampages. Truth be told, the jade 

saet was much more used to being the hunted, not the hunter. Sull, 

Helibeast was as large and noisy as its reputation dictated, it 

probably leave a trail of destruction that even a novice could 


“Jt sounds like something 


. Helibeast,”” the Hulk chuckled. 
be a Harlan Ellison 


» Edgar Rice Burroughs novel. Or may 


way through the undergrowth, the Hulk could almost 
- back on Earth, stomping through a South American 
least the Florida Everglades. But the songs of the 


the purple crystals that grew wild here reminded him 
: territory. As confident as the Hulk was in his 


seemed advisable. 


rou ings waned, the Hulk found 
to the banquet. All those people, toasting 


ame GUTTA MUU 


the Hulk only needed one. He tested the weight of 
swung it a few times for effect. 


he felt the tremors. At first, the green 


behemoth wondered if it might be a mild earthquake. But then he 
noted the steady rhythm with which the ground shook. 

Something was walking nearby. Something big. 

By listening to the booming footfalls, the Hulk was able to deter- 
mine the direction from which the sounds emanated. As quietly as he 
could—given his own massive frame—the jade giant edged his way 
through the foliage. Moments later, he parted a mass of low-hanging 
fronds and came to a sudden halt as he caught sight of the object of 
his search. 

“Old Sandor wasn’t exaggerating,”’ the Hulk murmured 

The creature stood in a small clearing. The size of a pair of tractor 

; trailers on Earth, it was unlike anything the Hulk had ever seen before 
| Its thick, scaly hide had a reptilian look, but its four legs extended 
outward from its body, then down, like a spider’s—if a spider's legs 
were three feet in diameter. Its eyes were large and round, wrapping 
‘ground the edges of its dragonlike head. Jaws as wide as those of a 
Tyrannosaurus rex held two rows of menacing, yellowed fangs. At 
er end of the creature, an imposing, spiked tail whipped back 
th through the humid air. The Hellbeast reeked of mold and 

e...and death. 
that he'd seen it, the Hulk understood why the creature was 
jellbeast."* He couldn’t think of another name that would 
sSive head swiveled toward the Hulk, its cy’ 
the intrusion of the green-skinned hunter 
| shook the Hulk from his revere 

< sped like a missile to meet 
od its teeth at him. the 
ick neck. The Hulk 


The beast responded 


It was another hour before 


een behemoth could gain a firm grip on the Hellbeast's 
> mon shook its mighty head, sending him flying into the 
a nearby tree. The resulting crash of wood and green-tinted 
against the jungle floor echoed for miles. 
e Hulk staggered to his feet to find the Hellbeast bobbing warily 
from side to side upon its thick legs. It made no move to attack: rather. 
it remained Where it was, closely watching the Hulk’s every move. 
jis animal cunning took the jade giant by surprise. 

It’s studying me, the Hulk thought. Bur for what reason? 

Suddenly, the Hellbeast’s head shot forward, stopping a foot 
from the Hulk. He could feel its hot, fetid breath as it squealed, 
“Www wwaaaaaaiiiiii!”’ 

Some sort of territorial cry, the Hulk thought. Or a signal that it’s 
going to attack again. Either way, I’m not in the mood to find out 
_ which it is. He drew his sword and charged. 
Before the Hulk could make use of his weapon, however, the Hell- 
east whirled around with unexpected speed, its spiked tail catching 
giant from the side. Sent wildly tumbling across the ground, 
lost his grip on the sword. The blade flew from his hand and 
eared into the brush. 
rising to his feet, the Hulk shook his head to clear it. J think 
problem is. Back on Earth, I'd be fighting from in- 
ulk is attacked, he reacts. But here, it *s Bruce Ban- 
s the Hulk. I’m thinking too much, taking f00 
attack, and it’s slowing me— 
k’s thoughts, the Hellbeast leapt forward 

‘behemoth, its titanic bulk crushing him 


‘after all 
“The Hulk leapt forward and hammered the Hellbeast with blows 

_ would have leveled a concrete bunker. The beast was staggered 
by the onslaught. 

_ With his opponent dazed and off-balance, the Hulk slammed a mas 
sive green foot into the jungle floor. The resulting shock waves could 
___ be felt for miles around as, beneath the Hellbeast, the ground suddenly 

split open. Before the creature could react, its footing was gone, lost 
to the yawning gap it stood above. The hole was only a few doaen 
_ yards long and about as deep, but that was enough for the Hulk's plan 
to work. 
The beast tumbled into the small chasm, landing on its back. Its 
ive bulk, though useful in a fight, now worked against the crea 
wedging the Hellbeast against the rocky sides of the fissure The 
or Hellbeast struggled, the tighter its prison became 
was trapped. 
ased with the success of his plan, the Hulk tomped through the 
ng brush in search of his sword. He found it a few minutes 
strode back to the clearing. To his surprise, the Hellbeast 
© get its head above the edge of the fissure 
’ the creature softly moaned. 
ning blade high above his head, the Hulk moved 
illi ig But then, the jade giant came 0 


‘a 
i : ”* the Hulk said. **Why.’’ He slowly stepped 
ps the creature. ‘*You... can speak?”’ 

~ ‘The Hellbeast stared at its conqueror. The Hulk could see the tre- 
( effort that it required for the creature to work the muscles 
in its jaws and throat. 

“Yyyyeeeessss, 2 ot replied. 


Night had fallen over the jungle. The Hulk and the Hellbeast sat 
beside a fire built by the jade giant after he had helped the creature 
free itself from the fissure. The Hulk quietly mulled over everything 
the Hellbeast had told him over the past few hours. 

The Hellbeast was not a beast at all. It was a man. .. or rather, 
had been a man. A mystic curse forced him to wear the hideous form 
of a monster, shunned and feared by all. Ever since his transformation, 
he had hidden in the jungle, feeding upon the other animals to survive. 
All the creature really wanted was to be left alone. 

The Hulk knew that sentiment all too well. 

But now that he knew the truth, he was still faced with a dilemma. 
In order to remain with Jarella, he had to kill the Hellbeast; if he 
failed, he would lose her. And that would be too great a price to bear, 
even for the Hulk. 

But could he kill someone trapped by the same sort of plight as 
Bruce Banner? Did he even have the right? 

The Hulk looked across the fire at his monstrous companion. 
4 _ And slowly smiled as an idea came to mind. 


following morning was the start of Market Day, By sunrise, . 


s of the capital city were already packed as local merchants 
their wares, As 


fringes of the marketplace, 
the crowd caught sight of something they never expected to see, 


The Hulk, the consort of the queen, was walking though the mar 

ketplace . .. with a monster at his side 

Despite the masses assembled, space appeared almost magically ag 

the shoppers moved out of the way of the unlikely pair. The Hulk 
was impassive, looking neither right nor left as he strode toward the 
royal palace. His eyes were fixed upon his objective, and he paid no 
attention to the slack jaws and pale, silent faces that surrounded him, 

Like the Hulk, the Hellbeast showed no sign of emotion as the 

Villagers reacted fearfully to his presence Unlike the Hulk, however, 
the creature held its head low and stared at the ground, as though 
ashamed. 

Word of their approach reached the palace long before the duo 
| arrived at its gates. Jarella rushed to the entrance to greet her beloved, 
her sorcerers close behind. In the courtyard, palace guards held their 
Weapons in trembling hands, ready to defend Her Majesty against the 
horror that drew nearer with every step. Jarella’s aides tried to rush 
the queen back inside for her own protection, but she would have 
_ none of it. She stood her ground. 

‘The Hulk and the Hellbeast marched up to the gates with deliberate 
and stopped before the assembly. Behind the jade giant and 
= an assembly of shoppers and vendors who had fi 
marketplace. 

was etched into the face of everyone f 
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a said to the Hellbeast. She 
placed a delicate 
F ver her mouth to suppress a laugh. 
forla, looking concerned, stepped forward. “Friend Hulk, is this 
wise? Her Majesty” Ss safety—"’ 
“Her Majesty is perfectly safe, Torla,”’ the Hulk replied. *‘The 
Hellbeast just wanted his side of the story to be told. . .”” 


The Hulk concluded his account to a sea of awestruck faces. 

Torla stroked his chin thoughtfully. *‘The tale is difficult to believe, 
yet I must admit it explains a great deal. However, there is still one 
aspect that puzzles me. To cast such a spell would require a mage of 
considerable skill. To my knowledge, however, only Her Majesty's 
pantheon of sorcerers—Holi, Moli, and myself—are at such a level. 
Could it be that there exists another sorcerer within this realm whose 
power rivals our own?’’ 

“There is no mystery,’’ Moli said, matter-of-factly. “‘7 created the 
beast.” 

Astonished, Torla gaped at his old friend. ‘‘You cast the spell that 
tumed man into monster? But, why?’ 

Moli shrugged. *‘As I have said, the scriptures are quite specific. 
There must always be a Hellbeast. How else would the queen’s suitors 
prove their worth?’’ 

Shocked silence followed. For a moment, no one knew what to say. 

____ Then, without warning, the Hellbeast shrieked in apparent anger 

a red up on its hind legs. The palace guards swarmed around 
against her protests, hustled her toward the entryway. Its 
ys extended, the creature lunged toward Moli. The mage 


the Hulk shouted to the monster as he grabbed 
ad anything you'll regret!’’ The Hellbeast 
away. ‘‘I know you're angry, | know 
st it! If he transformed you, that 


\ green behemoth. “You realize, of course, 
the Hellbeast.”” He waited for his words to sink in. 


| “By failing in your quest, you have forfeited the 
marrying the queen.” 
Hulk's tum to smile. “‘Not so fast, he said 
‘Cat-like grin began to waver. Clearly, the Hulk 


ling as Moli had expected. 
| Scriptures say that the task was to ‘erad: 
oe Hellbeast,” the Hulk said, “‘not necessanly 
the man who had once been a monstet 
li that created the Hellbeast, I'd ~ 
Therefore, | didn’: fail 9 ™ 


¢ dropping to an almost con 
Helibeasts around her 


sand compassion, too, It is the sum of all these 
the man you are... and the man I love.” 
d down at Jarella’s beaming face. How had he ever 
of a woman like this? 
There were no more hurdles to jump, no more 
At last, they would be happy together. 


Thomas Deja 


by Jim Mooney & Andrew Pepoy 


are screams inside Bruce Banner's head—high, shrill claxon 
screams. Their piercing tones fill Bruce with alarm. He whirls around 
jo see his father standing beside him. It's a Brian Banner from when 
Bruce was a child, a Brian Banner young and virile— 
—and hate-filled and snarling and with hand raised— 
—and the screams become softer, more feminine, and Bruce rec- 
izes the screamer just as a brilliant green light flashes before him 
just as his father brings his hand down across Bruce's face just as 
the green radiance obliterates detail and form just as there's nothing 
left but colorsounddeathdespair 


He groggily batted away the 
birds sang, cars 


Something soft hit Bruce in the face 
offending object. Outside his bedroom window, 
rushed by. Making an exaggerated show of yawning, he rolled over 
on his stomach and pretended to go back to sleep 
 Ithad the desired effect. Betty climbed into the 
Decaoed his back, a practice she knew would get 


bed beside him and 
a reaction out of 


> che chided Bruce. ““You know how 
J on time when their father’s sleeping 


C'mon, sleepyhead, get up,’ 
is to get the kids to schoo 
=d the ritual by groaning into his pillow. **What's 

the company if you can’t sleep in every once in 


rat writ Ut 


joke engagement present, wasn't she surprised when he put 
the regular rotation”), slung his legs over the bed and got Up 
“You, honey.”" Betty continued, “are on the verge of beconnitig, 
slacker."" She shooed him ¢ “Now scoot 
dressed.” 

Bruce yawned 
came into focus 


Next to it was the cuno + 
addeus 


bathroom 


crusted eves. The root showly 
armoire from his mother. 
abinet featunng 4 collection of photos 
Thunderbolt Ross, looking S0n 
hildren, Adam and Jade, 
i. cutting the ribbon on 


oward the 


and rubbed his sleep 


There was the mahogany 


Betty's father, General Th 
in his military uniform their wedding 
Bruce and his business partner Kyle Richmonc 
their new research facility; the toothpick atone 
year-old Adam made for his birthday. Across the room was the antique 
kerosene lamp Bruce had given Betty on t wedding Anniver 


er of how backw ards he felt 


sary——a remind 


their ¢ 


reactor’ a Tum 


their firs 
without her. And next 


that 
_, was the bathroom Bruce half-walked half-stumbled through 


the door 


The water was warm and bracing against 
ake him up; Bruce still felt half- 
dreams (father) kept surfacing 
‘ade into the vault of his subcot- 


Bruce stood in the shower 
his skin, but it wasn't helping to w 
asleep. Elements (green) of his 
(screaming), unwilling (light) wo f 


Jaid out (light) his (hand) clothes for the (warning) day ovet 
“After you went to bed, the Samsons called,”” she said, 
(green) list of things she needed him to remember 
d and dressed. This was the only time he could 
work concerns. “They've got some 
to know if we'd come.” 

‘ water. — 
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himself Las , 
et ie tin. teen's 
, ght he'd be military forever,”’ 
pimes change. The world’s too peaceful for that old warchorse.* 
Bruce stepped from the shower, wrapping a towel around his wld 
Steam and (light) water vapor drifted through the room. Hi 
| over to the sink, wiped the fog from the mirror. Bruce oat 
at his reflection and decided to was time to work out again; there was 
a hint of a double chin. Betty leaned against the doorjamb and sniiled 
Her arms were crossed over her chest. 
“Do I look okay?’” Bruce muttered 
**You look fine.”’ 
Bruce reached for his razor. “I don’t know .. 1 feel kind of 
‘ioeny.” 
Betty frowned. ‘‘Really. Come here.” 
She met him halfway and placed the back of het hand on his fore 
head. “You're not running a temperature.” 
Brice grinned slyly. ‘‘Stay where you are jong enough and I will.”” 
She slapped him lightly on the shoulder. “Stop Maybe I should 
call Kyle—"’ 
Bruce forced an unsteady smile. 


“It’s probably nothing more than 
I ; 


“In that case, get yourself dressed, Dr. Banner—Rick’s waiting. I 


e Kyle complaining about waiting time overages.”” 
n complain. The owner of the company’s allowed a few 


““And what are some of 


ed. Bruce felt his world lighten. 


, She giggled, placing one hand on his chest. 
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is ordering the machines to bring HIM down for the benefit of tig. 
manity and the barrels of these things are larger than HIS head and 
they're all aiming for HIM and this low rumble gets louder and louder 
as the bright green light rolls over Thaddeus, turning all the machines 
into blackened shadows and through it all comes a voice, clear as @ 
bell, a voice that tears at his memories and all it says is, “Odd...” 


“*You okay back there, buddy?”’ 
Bruce snapped back into reality and rubbed his eyes. The sound of 
the car rushing along the highway, the sight of the ocean calmed him. 
In the rearview mirror, Bruce’s chauffeur, Rick Jones, stared at him. 

*|—I'm fine,’” Bruce stammered 

Rick shrugged. **Okay. It looked like you were having a seizure or 
something.” 

Bruce laughed, hoping it didn’t sound false. ‘‘I must've gotten lost 
in my thoughts.”’ 

“Sure. By the way, I asked Mr. Sterns to assign you Jim Wilson 
While I'm on my honeymoon. He’s a pal, and I'll make sure he takes 
care of you.” 

**] appreciate it.”” 

“Hey, I appreciate the wedding gift, Doc,"’ Rick said cheerfully 
would've never gone to the Caribbean on what / make.” 

fou deserve it for all your loyalty.” 


ace found Kyle in the usual place. 

§ruce’s secretary, Patsy Walker, studiously ignored him, Kyle 
both hands close to the edge, trying another 
tion Kyle was as out of place as a diamond in 
it and gleaming white shirt were at odds with 
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3 with Elaine Ford—you kn 

. . ow, of the F 
put in a good word.”’ aa sce de 
i . rs i" 

Bruce shook his head. He’s practically lying down on her desk, he 
thought. He walked up to the financier. “‘Hello, Kyle. Didn’ 

: ey , Kyle. Didn’t expect 
you in today. 
Kyle straightened ” in a second, smoothing out imaginary wrinkles 
in his suit—the man’s idea of misdirection. 

A half-smile broke across Patsy’s face. Not looking up, she said, 
“Good morning, Dr. Banner.”’ 

“Morning, Patsy.”’ 

“Hey, Bruce!’’ Kyle clapped him on the back while running his 
free hand through his hair—the high-priced cut already gone shaggy 
from neglect. “I was just paying a visit to my best friend, see what’s 
shaking, find out what’s going on with all those money-making pro- 
jects we've talked about. Nothing wrong with that, is there?’ 

Bruce retrieved his pile of message slips from the spike on Patsy’s 
desk. He sorted them by priority, some returning to the spike, some 
finding their way into Bruce’s breast pocket. “‘Not at all, Kyle. It is 

your money.” 
“So? What’s up?” 

“The Panacea Project. 

fe’ll be running a test on 
can promise the investors the worl 
= radiation treatment within the year.” a 
ook his head, beaming with pride. ‘Shoot, Bruce. Hiring 

ie, it’ was the best thing I ever did. 
nuclear bomb.”” 


Norrin Radd’s doing final calculations. 
the plasma gun systems today. If all goes 
d’s first safe, relatively 
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tional for strength and safety. Unfocused reflections followed their 
movements. The properties of the metal gave each reflection 4 ghoul- 
ish green tint that Bruce found disquieting. 

“T'd like to submit a request with the FDA for human trials in the 
case of Dr. McCoy's gene therapy, Kyle,” Bruce said. *“That project's 
really coming along. Dr. Richards’s unstable molecule development 
still needs work, though.” 

“That’s great, Bruce.” Kyle looked over his shoulder. ‘“‘How’s 
Patsy holding up under your schedule?”’ 

Bruce rolled his eyes. Here it comes. “Really well, Kyle. That's 
why I hired her.’ 

Kyle came to an abrupt halt, fully turning to gaze at Patsy. He 
rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “I don’t know, Bruce. She looks kind 
of worn out. I’m thinking maybe of taking her out to dinner, you 
know, as a morale booster. What do you think?” 

Bruce suppressed the urge to laugh; it was the ninth time this month 
Kyle had tried this approach. ‘‘I think she’s engaged, Kyle.”’ 

“Yeah, yeah.’’ Kyle clapped Bruce on the back again. “‘I’m sorry, 
buddy, but I can’t see that lasting.”” He motioned toward the red- 
headed object of his desire. *‘] mean, look at her—there’s a real hell- 
cat trapped in that secretary's body. Why would she want to marry 
some stuffy New England minister?”’ 

_ “Because they’re in love?”’ 
_“‘Whatever.”’ Kyle consulted his Indiglo watch. ‘‘Oh, hey—I gotta 
i call to Mishutsa before they close up shop. I'll catch you 


is friend bound off. Bruce smiled, wondering how 
1 so well as a team. Kyle was able to keep 

ention span was lacking. It was hard to 
- than the latest woman to catch 


af 


—_ 1 OUT. Honma yun 


nassaged hia 
Brot a as He came ap » that die 
enoureted architectural drawin i from 
Jogo—in italic Hi wet sor the Banner solution, atte s 
company C Helvetica. with the Lop of 4 y The 
we the eiroull of @ stylized atom 12Y ww the lowe * . — 
drawing  lefichand aif the 
Brace frowned as he caupin ight of this refi 
A flaw in the glass made tin appear d ‘ 


Clon on the casimp 


Bruce's personal lab had been nicknam a en 
gaff carly on. This didn’t surprise him the tor a oy it 
resemble a high-tech big top. In the ry j adie. 
goatrols and monitors allowed Bru 
thing safely. During ful! operat ‘ 
strange shadows on the gray w: makir 
festive. Protecting Bruce and | 
“center ring’’ was a five-inch-thich — 
ia an even thicker titanium/lead frame For tr anperou ner 
tents, blinds could be lowered in front of the ¢ nd pr 
Monitored by closed circuit television. Classical music w sor 
_ pamped through the speakers at the request of Normin Radd, Bruce's 


jan, and the lights were low to accommodate the man’s 

eyes. 
busy with the plasma emission gun when Bruce amived 

e tube was surrounded by 2 bulky black 


of a button. A display on the side 
indicating that 


— 
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Norrin Radd turned and, seeing his employer, waved. “Good m 
ing, Dr, Banner,”’ 

“What's the prognosis?”” 

“The mains are in good condition and online. 1 have completed the — 
repairs to the accelerator tune. The cooling system is operational. Once 
| have completed setting up the sensor array, we will be able to begin 
the tests within the half-hour.”" 

“Good.” Bruce made certain to keep eye contact with Norrin. The 
man was a sight to look at—hairless, skin tone nearly colorless, and 
with watery red eyes. But he was a good technician, and Bruce refused 
to lose him because the man might feel he was being pitied. 

Norrin moved closer to the glass. ‘‘If the tests are successful, Dr, 


Banner, human trials will be possible within the quarter.” 
Bruce smiled. *‘I know one billionaire who'll be happy to hear 
that.” 


Norrin blinked. *‘Would you not be happy as well?”’ 

“Just making light, Norrin I’m going to make a few calls, but I'll 
see you back here in about . . . forty-five minutes?”’ 

“That would be sufficient, Dr. Banner.” 

“Great. We're going to make history here.” 


A golden-skinned face framed by silver hair peers out at Banner 
through the center ring’s shields, the green light coming after him 
and Rick before he throws Rick into a ditch—Rick looks so young— 
just as a pain like a thousand needles goes through Bruce with hur- 

; and the light overtakes and blinds him— 


lifted to his feet as reality reasserted itself 
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| qabne contain Bat the scientist wasn’t about to 
gbaad® Bruce, he headed off to continue his scare — 


he's right about resting, : 
Maybe openly mg, Bruce thought, as the sound of an 


Brae eprered to what was becoming a familiar sound. 

“But my parents are flying in from—** Patsy was saying. Her eyes 
qadened 3S she caught sight of Bruce approaching. ‘‘Look, I'll call 
you later. Love you, too, Daimon.”’ 

“Making long distance calls on company time, Patsy?’’ Bruce 
seid playfully. He didn’t break stride as he headed for his office, 
stopping only long enough to grab a handful of nuts from the tray on 
ber desk. 

Patsy smiled hesitantly. In one respect, Bruce agreed with Kyle: 
Pasy could be a model. “Sorry. He called me, Dr. Banner. Honest.” 

“Pm not too worried. I just hope he makes you as happy as Betty 
dees me. Could you get Colonel Fury on the phone and set up a 
conference call between us and Tony Stark on that exploratory armor 
proposal?” He grabbed the doorknob to his office. 

“Sure.” Patsy replied as the door swung open. Out of the corner 
of his eye, he saw Patsy get up. As he stepped inside, she called out, 
“But maybe you better wait until—”’ 

The closing door muffled the rest of her suggestion. Bruce moved 
‘cross the carpeted floor toward his desk. He crumpled up the message 
m Fury and tossed it in the wastepaper basket. As he passed the 
° containing the design awards Banner Solutions had won 

he stopped abruptly, the hairs on the back of his neck 


He turned to face his visitor. 


wn the coac near the door. Bruce had walked 
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“Your mother wanted to be here, but she had 
accidents,’ Brian said gruffly. “Slipped on some grease 
herself up pretty bad on the stove. You know how 
He chuckled hollowly 

Bruce stared at the man's outstretched hand. “*Clumsy. Yeu 
frigid gaze shifted to his father’s face. ‘What are you doing 

Brian's eyes grew hard as he lowered his hand. “Your 
called. He thought it would be nice for your old man to be here 
you test that cancer contraption today.”” 

Bruce stepped over to his desk, searching for something, anything, 
to occupy himself with. He snatched up the time analysis for Dr 
Richards’s project and scanned the rows of calculations, trying to quell 
the red hot ball of anger igniting in his belly. “‘Well, you're a Git 
early for that. My head tech is putting the finishing touches on the 
set-up right now.”” 

Brian gave his son a look that seemed to imply things would be 
different if he was in charge. ‘‘Yeah. The freak job with the eyes” 

“He's an albino, father. Show some respect.”’ 

Brian’s eyes narrowed; he laughed hollowly. ‘*Sorry.”” He flashed 
an obviously false smile. ‘That Radd fella is good at what he does.” 
He walked behind the desk and put his arm around his son’s shoulders: 
Bruce instinctively flinched and moved away from his father. “Why 
don’t you show your dad around, eh? You've never let me inal 
” With good reason, Bruce thought. He put down Richards's calea- 
‘and met his father’s gaze. With difficulty, he forced the come 
n upwards slightly. *‘Sure Dad... if that’s what 
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electron microscopes. kept himself stone-faced 
mont of Hank's presentation. Bruce did his best to keep 
. asking questions when things started to lag. The hum 
in adjacent Jabs acted as a constant undertone. 
¢ inevitable outburst happened when Pym invited Brian to in- 
a hay Particle’ nucleus. Brian glowered at the man and 
"What do you take me for, 2 no-nothing rube?”’ 
ve tamped down the immediate urge to flee. ‘‘Come on, father. 
for the trials.”” 
do you think we did back in New Mexico?’’ Brian bellowed 
wa “Rubbed two sticks together in hopes of starting a fire?”’ 
didn’t mean it that way, Dr. Banner,’ Pym replied evenly 
Mhat’s. Enough. Father,” Bruce said through gritted teeth. 
spun to face his son. “‘Don't give me that! Did you think I 
stand around goggle-eyed at your little scientific miracles?” 
¢¢ took his father’s arm. ‘We can discuss this later.”’ 
your flunky’s gonna talk about how you disrespected your 


enough.”” Bruce felt his control of the situation slipping 


you're putting on this dog and pony 
how much a suc- 


think I know why 
** ‘Look at me, dad.’ ‘See 
y, dad.” ’ 

face flushing bright red. 

ruce away, either not 
Bruce stumbled back, 
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Leonard, his friend and neighbor, rushes toward him in a ridicu- 
lous Flash Gordon outfit, his body 4 concrete slab of rock-hard mus- 
cles, shouting how he doesn't want to hurt him but he— 


—glasses went skidding across the floor. A sharp pain in— 


Leonard pushes Bruce into the side of a silo made of a highly 
polished metal. Bruce glimpses his reflection in its surface, but it's 
not him, it’s a snarling Neanderthal monstrosity with a face knowing 
nothing but rage, and Bruce 


feels the anger grinding his bones to dust 
and banging at the interior of his skin, forcing it to expand like a 
balloon— 


—and Luke Cage shouting at his father to stand down as Barbara 
Norris grabbed hold of the elder Banner— 


—and they burst through the silo wall, and inside is a giant crystal 
cube so large it fills up the room. The thing glows from within. Bruce 
(no, not me, it can’t be me) falls against the surface of the cube, 
cracking it and letting intense white light infuse the room, and the 
anger is threatening to rip open his skin like a wet paper bag because 
the anger must get out— 


4 down, Mr, Banner! You will not get another warning!” 
pushed away a lock of her frosty blonde hair and lifted 
et. Luke Cage—one hand on the baton attached to the 
had situated himself in front of Brian. Barbara 
blue eyes keeping close watch on her part- 


7 cary oe he'd accumulated since waking 
ravede , like Wroken glass. “It's okay, Bar 

Ine replied, maintaining the same secretive tone, “He didn’t 
ane. 1 fast Dad a dizey spell or something, Just overwork.” 
‘Rarhars kwked @ her Doss, the expression on her sharp, Nordic 
Gece Padicmting Sho behioved otherwise. “Hf he gets out of hand, you 
Het ne Know. WY be @ ploasure to bounce him to the curb.” 

“Thanks.” Broce managed a crooked smile, then went to his fa 
dher’s Side. Lake stopped back 

“Baeploying the Gestapo now, | see.”” Brian growled, glaring at 
Lake. 

Broce pet bis arm arownd his father’s shoulder and started to lead 
dam, Gut of Pym's bab. “1's time for the tials 

Brian Slapped bis Hand away 


| 


The walk to the Circus was conducted in silence. Bruce caught 
glumpses of thest seftections in the display cases, There was a sallow 
ess ground Brian's eyes, an almost imperceptible trembling in his 
mem hand Even though his father appeared larger, Bruce sensed it 
ps eamoealed the treth: that this was in fact a shabby man made 
gunumm-leawes-botic with age, anger, and resentment. He focused on 


. the best way to keep him from noticing the strong 


Ghese dewails. 1 Ys 
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should be necessary.’’ He pointed to a pair of matte-black goggles 
near Bruce. The lenses were designed to minimize exposure to harm- 
ful rays. 

Brian was outlined in the faint green glow of the emission tubing, 
“ather, come sit here,”’ said Bruce. “Norrin, if you could please 


; 


initiate main firing sequence. . - .” 

Brian held his position. A reflection showed the older man’s stony 
countenance, his lips pressed into a hard line, Bruce slipped on a pair 
of goggles and walked up to his father, holding out another pair. 

**Please put these on, Dad. They’ ll protect you from the glare.”” 

‘Main firing sequence initiated,’ Norrin announced as his fingers 
flashed across the keyboard. ‘*Plasma emission in thirty seconds.” 
The gun began moving along the rails, translating Norrin’s calcula- 
tions into positioning and angles. 

Bruce put a hand on his father’s shoulder. **You hear that, Dad?” 
he asked, holding out the goggles. “You've got to put these on or the 
discharge will damage your eyesight.” 

“Get. Your. Hands. Off. Me.”’ Brian's voice was low, the words 
not so much spoken, as growled. Recognizing that tone of voice, 
Bruce immediately pulled away his hand, as if shocked, 

“What?’’ Bruce said softly. 

The gamma gun rotated in its housing, lining up the nozzle to the 
tissue sample below it. 

‘Plasma emissions in twenty-five seconds,”’ Norrin said. 
You have the nerve to rub this in my face?’’ Brian roared. He 
ved a hand toward the intricate machinery. ‘‘Gamma radiation tech- 


a sharp breath, and forced himself to ignore his 


ne 
sqoen bis father would raise his hand. *“T-that's not trae, — 
please, put on the goggles.” He held out them out, eyes pleading with 
Brian to listen. 
Brian knocked the glasses out of his hand. 
“plasma emission in twenty seconds,”’ Norrin announced. 
“a reminder of how I screwed up in Los Alamos, I bet,”’ Brian 
continued. ‘“You probably laughed at my research in the field.” 
“That's not true!”’ 
A corona of green light played around the gun’s nozzle, 
“Maybe you're right, son,”’ Brian said, far too calmly. ‘Maybe if 
I hadn’t worked on that project, | wouldn't have absorbed all those 
rads. Maybe I wouldn't have been burdened with a scrawny, egg- 
headed freak like you!" 
Brian raised his fist and advanced on his son. Bruce’s arms instine- 
tively went up as he backed away 
The whine from the gun changed pitch. The cables trembled 
slightly. ‘Plasma emission in fifteen seconds,”’ said Norrin. 
“Father, stop this!"’ Bruce pleaded. ‘We're both going to get—" 
“Shut up!"’ Brian bellowed 
And then it all fell apart 
Norrin leapt from his chair, moving to interpose himself between 
father and son. The older man threw a punch and connected, hitting 
Bruce in the forearm. Bruce yelled out in shock and fear, then pushed 
back in the hopes of knocking his father away. 
Brian stumbled, slipped on the tile floor. Norrin led Bruce away 
t father, as the elder Banner tried to regain his balance... 
just as the plasma gun reached full firing strength. 
saw his father totter like an unstable gyroscope before falling 
_.. into the control panel keyboard. 
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device, bore a hole in the slab of leaded glass not made (© withstand 
direct application, and hit Brian squarely in the back. 

“Dad!” 

“Dr. Banner!” Norrin pashed his boss out into the hallway, 

For one brief moment, Broce caught sight of his father, an emerald 
glow suffusing his skin; his muscles and skeleton were now visible, 
Bruce stumbled out of The Circus, striking the far wall of the corridor, 

The plasma gun began cycling down, its noise muffled by the thick 
walls. Norrin punched in the locking codes for the door, 

*“*My God. . ..°* Bruce said hoarsely 

“Dr. Banner, we need to notify Hazmat,” Norrin said, “Our ob- 
servation port has been breached. Your father ts, at the very least, 
seriously ill; at worst, dead. We, also, have been exposed to gamma 
radiation. I need you to concentrate so we can get through this.”’ 

“But, the gun . .. it... my God. .. .°” Bruce’s voice trailed off as 
the hallway echoed with the sounds of Brian Banner pounding his 
fists against the locked door. 

Barbara came running, gun unholstered. **What's the—" 

She stopped, her attention drawn to the deep, booming notses com> 
ing from The Circus. She positioned herself next to Bruce, pistol in 
firing position. 

With the next boom, sounding for all the world like God clearing 

throat, the wall buckled. And something that might have been— 

7 been—Brian Banner roared. 
2 increased. Bruce’s nightmares flickered before his 
¢ I done?”” he whispered. 


ee amt 
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threw his hands up to protect himself; his body felt like it 
was being stung by millions of wasps, Tiny fonts of warmth welled 

all over his body, staining his clothes. His legs weakened and gave 
out. As he fell to the floor, Bruce saw a Jackson Pollack-like spatter 
of bright crimson (myblood! ‘mbleeding) blossom through the thin fab- 
fic of his shirt. He hit the ground, glasses shattering, and glanced up, 

His father—rather, what had once been his father—stepped through 
the gap in the wall of The Circus made by his mighty fists. 

The gamma radiation had transformed him in some horrible way, 
Brian Banner's features were barely detectable, overlaid as they were 
with an ugly, Neanderthal cast. Tatters of his suit hung from his mas- 
sive frame. Only the leather uppers of his shoes remained, riding the 
tops of the monster's enormous feet like some weird tribal anklets, 
The creature’s skin, taut over a mass of overdeveloped muscles, was 
bright green, 

Bruce saw its eyes focus on him. As the scientist tried to scramble 
away, the monster roared in rage. It stepped further into the corridor, 
screaming, ‘‘Crush bad boy! Bad boy must be punished!”’ 

Bruce knew he should run, find cover, wait until Cage and the rest 
of the security staff arrived with guns to deal with this monster, 

But Bruce could not move. He was paralyzed as the . . . thing 


reached out, grabbed him by the arm and raised one enormous hand— 
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The Cosmic Cube flared brightly. The scientist gulped air hungrily. 
His eves 


Bruce sereamed as his vision dimmed. 


Bruce screamed as his vision clarified. He ached all over, He felt 
like he was floating on 4 blanket of air, Around him were walls of 
cloudy orystal, Flaws in the coffin-like construct distorted his view of 
the outside world; Bruce could only discern general shapes and colors 
around him 

A black, gold and silver smudge approached Bruce’s prison with a 
deliberate slowness, ‘Quite intriguing,” remarked bemusedly. 

“Who's there?’’ Bruce shouted, A cold ache ran through his limbs. 
Pear chilled his body 

“Allow me.”” The smudge raised one limb, the tip of which glowed 
white-hot, then dimmed 

The flaws in the crystalline prison instantly smoothed, allowing 
Bruce to see the gray haze beyond the smudge. 

He was inside what appeared to be the Circus at Banner Solutions, 
though this version of the facility was dark and rusty and lacking any 
identifying marks, Crystal containers similar to his own ringed the 
room, Even in his hazy state, Bruce could identify the prisoners they 
contained, 

Opposite Bruce was the Valkyrie—the tall, blonde Asgardian 
Chooser of the Slain—who, at times, went by the mortal name of 
Barbara Norris. To her right was Nighthawk, who, as millionaire Kyle 

Richmond, was the financier behind the Defenders. Turning his head, 
‘Bruce saw the milky-white body of Norrin Radd—the cosmic being 
1 as the Silver Surfer, Near what looked to be the leaded 

vous was the redheaded former Avenger known as 

was that of former professional model P 
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‘ to be male, approximately in his mid-twenties, and wore 
s leotard that might as well have been cut from the fabric 
_— with thousands of starry lights twinkling in reaction 
ements. Silvery gauntlets and a belt completed the ensem- 
" ail effect was of a costume somewhere between that worn 
alien on Star Trek and one worn by a professional wrestler. The 
held in his right hand a glowing cube, its walls seemingly made 
» same substance as Bruce's prison. ; 
Bruce pulled a name from out of the darkest recesses of his mind— 
the portion usually used only by his unwelcome body mate 
. “Nebulon,”’ Bruce said slowly. 
The Celestial Man smiled beatifically. **Yes, Dr. Banner. I see you 
share some form of interface with your monstrous side.”” 
4 “Wha-what are you doing in my facility? And where is my 
5 _ Bruce paused, then sadly shook his head. “No. My father is dead.” 
“Correct, Dr. Banner,” said Nebulon. He pointed to the glowing 
C “Only in the confines of the Actualization Matrix created by 


th * is your father alive.” 
* Bruce repe 


ated. He looked around, confused 
“It was closed 


» Nebulon finished. * 
calls 


yclear research facility,’ 
an accident caused by one Owen Reece. Your kind 
p Man’, if 1 am not mistaken.”" 
here? Why are the Defenders—" 
are here to help me refine the instrument of your 
“You have heard of the Cosmic 


apeld up the cube: 


increased in intensity: Echoes of # Iie 
on Bruce's though, 


a 
: Tt OUTIMATE WWLA 


the energy signature of previous Cubes and that of the 
So I came here, fashioned a prototype, and have been 
to harness its powers ever since.”" 

“Why?” 

Nebulon’s brow furrowed. “‘It is always ‘why’ with you humans, 
is it not? I want to save you from yourself, Dr. Banner, Humanity is 
falling into an abyss. You are all mired in the insignificant concerns 
of your own well being, generating petty jealousies and unsupported 
prejudices. You are dragging yourselves down, preventing your spe- 
cies from attaining your true potential. You need me to show you the 
Ludberite way. With a device like this, | can show you that way at 
record speeds.”’ 

Nebulon stared at the ceiling, lost in his own personal rapture, 
Groggily, Bruce tested the walls of his cylindrical prison. They were 
solid, cold to the touch, and unyielding. 

“Once the Cube gives up its mysteries to me,’’ Nebulon continued, 


‘teach man, woman and child will be submerged into an Actualization 
Matrix. They will get a taste of their true potential, see what they can 
achieve once they shake off the bonds of their mental poisons. And 
through experiencing that heart's desire, they will find solutions to 
make that matrix a reality. They will evolve, Doctor, into the beings 
they were always meant to be: true Ludberite ideals.” 

“This, then... is reality, not... where I was,’’ Bruce muttered, 
more to himself than the alien. ‘‘I’m not married... no kids... n0 
Banner Solutions.’’ The memories of his illusionary life burned away, 
freeing his thoughts— 

—and igniting a fire in the darkest recesses of Bruce Banner's 

brain, the portion of his mind he spent most of his adult life trying 
The animal portion. 
> and the family and the ability to work your wone 

* Nebulon said. ““But the potential to 1 
: more obtainable 
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split apart and reformed within 
bc Spiihagps Tes sosocn tamer insite ty OE 
ore to emerald. a would!’’ he shouted “Tm eyes changed 
that respectability, that... satisfaction again eo “ve 
spend the rest of my life as a hunted animal.’ a 
Nebulon raised the Cube. ‘‘It seems you are becoming out of hand, 
Doctor. With just a thought, I shall—’’ 
Even as Nebulon spoke, something crawled out of Bruce Banner's 
lizard brain and took over. Muscles rippled and reconfigured. Bones 
distended and thickened to support flesh that had the consistency of 
plate armor. Cells replicated themselves rapidly to fill the vacuums 
inside a body made larger, stronger, deadlier. 

And the intellect that was Bruce Banner went out like a light, so 
that the savage urges of the Hulk could come online. 

And the Hulk roared. 

The crystalline cage cracked, fractured, 
of jagged pieces. A look of alarm crossed Nebulon’s face; a sphere 
of yellowish energy surrounded him, deflecting the sparkling shrapnel. 
Shards flew across the room, piercing the prisons of the other De- 
fenders. The beautiful randomness of each hero’s crystal cage was 
marred with spider-webbed cracks. In response to the damage, each 
inhabi al 

“Hulk knows 


bulon. 
” ised the 
“As F Nebulon rai 
, desire? 


and flew apart in a shower 


you, Gold Man!”’ The behemoth advanced upon Ne- 


Cube once more. 
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“phate ean eerily iy) Nebulon renpanded, ‘The Cube Nared 


e iho wir avcldonty fied with the overlapping shriek of breaking 
cayatal, Nebula gyre around ta nee the Silver Gurter buret free of hie 
container, Coxe power flowed from his hands, shattering (he already 
woukened remaining Prvons and releasing the heroes within 

Wioapherie energies were yodirected to form another sphere lo pro 
Jeet Nebulon from the coming onslaught, 

Almost instantly, Nebulon felt a bone-crushing inpaet, and the 
sphere rolled toward the Surter, 

‘The space farer, now free ol the crystalline structure, raised himvell 
wp, one hand extended In a deep sonorous voice, he said, ‘Your goals 
may be admirable, Nebulon, but enlightenment can never come with 
out freedom.” 

“Cripes, Surfer—blast now, moralize later!’ gasped Nighthawk as 
he clawed free of his own container, The financier-turned-super hero 
leapt free. From the tips of the wing-like cape of his red-and-blue 
costume, small machine guns fired, the bullets bouncing off Nebulon's 
sphere. Sp erga a acted rolling across the floor until it 
= en om valve. Nebulon fell to the floor, his 
+ Nebulon shook his head, pushed the hair out of his face, and was 

a - Praag of the Hulk bearing down fast. The behemoth’s 
“em hamhocks, were balled into fists. His face was S° 
1 with rage and anger that it was clear that, upon seeing it. 


lave Tight to wield suc ” 
h the finality of death tse. NS Wd Nes 
; omebody find the cube!"’ Nightha 
: — Wk shouted. 
Til handle that, replied Hellcat, her lithe form | 
Jong-dead machinery around them. 
“Hulk smash Gol i 
id Man!’* the behemoth bellowed as he drew 

: akysie turned, waving her arms in an effort to ward off the jade 
giant. ““No, Hulk! We must capture—’’ 

Tapping into the biospheric energies that empowered him, the Ce- 
lestial Man blasted the Valkyrie who, caught unawares, was lifted off 
her feet and into the Hulk. The green giant swatted his teammate away 
and continued his advance. Closing in on his adversary, the Hulk 
raised his massive fists and brought them crashing down... on the 
spot where, just a moment before, Nebulon had been standing. 

The Celestial Man had teleported out of harm’s way. With his pow- 
ers, he could be halfway around the world in the blink of an eye. 

There was a long silence. Then: 

“Where Gold Man go?”’ the Hulk muttered, confused. 


Nighthawk groaned. “Great. Exactly how I planned it.” 
“It would be wise to focus our attentions on locating the Cosmic 
Cube, my friend,” advised the Surfer as he scanned the room, “‘It 
st never be used by mortals again.’ 
m her high perch, Hellcat poin 


re it is!”” 
losest to where the Hulk was standing. 

one on The object, capable of warping time 

wait disappeared in the monster's large, 


eaping onto the 


: 


ted to a spot in a far corner. 


* * * 


The populace of the city was out in force for Jarella and her jy. 
hand this morning. On either side of the Hulk, cheers of 
rose up, hailing him as a hero. People spilled out over the roygp, 
hewn stone balustrades, hoping to catch a glimpse of the Breates, 
hunter on the planet. 

The Bulk yearned to get off his riding animal and leap towarg the 
sky, but Jarella would not approve. Later, when they were in the 
woods proper, she would let him travel his way, without the smelly 
creature beneath him. 

Jarella waved to the teeming masses and— 


Jarella being attacked by a blue robot. 
—turned to her husband. *‘They all love you, darling 


Stupid blue robot crushing Jarella with building, breaking her, 
SMASHING ber 


~—as do L”’ She reached out and touched the Hulk's cheek, Her 


skin was cool against his. Up ahead, the city gales swung open for 
them— 


Hulk picking up Jarella. Why is she not moving? Why does red 
leak from her? 


and beyond that stood a forest of the purest (red) green, a world 
e | Hulk (bhowdblood) truly belonged. No more Banner, no 
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lt something akin to be 
ws tte 
deushing against their skin, felt a shift in their pone 
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tive 


Mindy, I'm se sorry 

—we go into battle, sisters 

—for this is the true paradise, beloved 
—Daimon— 


—tefore the light dimmed, leaving them to lead the lives they 
aways had. 

The heroes stood still for a moment as echoes of memories they 
Should never have had melted away. They moved forward with a 
SOmmambulist’s grace, avoiding each other's gazes, keeping their 
thoughts private. The tension in the air vibrated around them. 

_ “There's gotta be a way out of her,’’ ventured Hellcat. “I'll look 


“eit” 


d idea, Patsy,’’ Nighthawk mumbled. “Val, you and Surfer 
k the grounds for any other presents Nebby might have 


iny marbles hitting the hard floor 
of a thousand tiny dust of the Cube 


Nighthawk turned to see the 


's massive fingers. 


Bruce didn’t realize that a w 
even the secrets he keeps from himself. 

She waved, her bright green skin standing ou 
snow-flecked cliff face. Her thoughts were of calling Leonard back 
and finalizing plans for that outing to the Alvin Ailey performance, 

Betty Banner pushed back a stray lock of her blonde-streaked bru- 
nette hair and went back into the house. 

When she faded away, returning to Bruce Banner's subconscious, 
she didn’t feel a thing. 


t in contrast to the 
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Jerocious rain sliced into his skin like a billion cold needles, Hail- 
"stones spat in his eyes and mouth. Lightning was drawn to his thick 
hide in continual whipcracks of torment. His tremendous lungs bel- 

jowed out anger and hurt, but the sound was stolen by a sadistic wind. 
_ He was thigh-deep in frigid water, mud tugging at his feet to steal his 

palance. He could feel the concern of the ever-present Triad. They 
wanted him to leave: he knew this, though he could not comprehend 


their words. 

But still, the Hulk fought on. 

“He will not surrender,’’ wailed Guardian, the first of the Triad, 
in a soft voice that might once have belonged to Rebecca Banner. She 
hovered before the eyes of the Hulk, attempting in vain to gain his 
attention. 

“Why should he?’’ The demonic Goblin possessed the harsh, gut- 
tural snarl of Brian Banner. ‘‘He’s not been beaten yet!”’ 

"He does not understand,’’ mused Glow, and his voice was harder 
scribe. It was the voice of reason; that which speaks thoughts in 
ack of your mind. It issued forth, like telepathy, from the form 
slucent star—an image of light from a childhood lost to the 

this current savage form, he lacks the intelligence to know 
pitted himself against the very elements. He knows not 
him, nor why brute force is ineffective against it.”” 

y cause himself further pain,” said Guardian. ‘‘Is there 

) to bring an end to it, Glow?” 
dy to hear our voices. Still, the Hulk is aware of 
ter. He will soon tire of this world, and then 
e to remove him from it.”’ 
in. ‘OV’ Greenface ain’t so stupid, you 

; for him when he does leave here— 
se if he can help it!”’ 
re in. But the roars of 
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The Crossroads. At which all paths ended. 

The Hulk sagged to his knees, water flowing in rivulets down his 
heaving body, misery aching in his breast. His own discontent with 7_ 
the world of storms had triggered his return to a place that he had 
come to loathe. Was he doomed to always find himself transported 
back to this benighted domain? This nexus of possibilities, which had 
somehow become a solitary prison? The familiar signpost seemed to 
taunt him, twisted arms sprouting from its fleshy morass to point him 
toward beckoning portals and their false promises. He could stand it 
no longer, but his sole recourse was to toss back his head and to 
scream his burning question to the black, silent skies. 

“Why? Why?!” 

No answer came to the impassioned plea, and the mere effort of 
voicing it exhausted his scant remaining energy. The Hulk’s power of 
speech, such as it was, had only recently and partially returned to him; 
the concept of language made his head hurt. Confused, embittered and 
lonely, he rolled himself into a fetal ball and closed his eyes. 

Still, he could feel the benign presence of the star above him. Its 
Glow comforted him. He reached out with surprising tenderness and 
drew the golden rag doll, his Guardian, to his side. She cast aside her 
bow and arrow and rested her head on his chest. Her gentle smile 
suffused him with well-being. But the mocking Goblin still lurked in 
the dark corners of his consciousness. 

He drifted into a restless sleep. 


“It is a punishment most cruel,’’ complained Guardian, 

“Tt was not intended to be such,’’ said Glow. ‘‘With the sacrifice 
of Bruce Banner, the Hulk had become uncontrollable. He was a dan- 
‘ge all life upon his world. The heroes of Earth had no choice but 
e him. They thought it a mercy, at the time."” =F. 
® afraid of him!" Goblin boasted. ie 
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“The Hulk is returned to the Crossroads time and again, 
sight of it demoralizes him. He begins to wonder how 
in ever escape from it.”’ 

is why we have been summoned,” said Glow. ‘‘From the 
depths of the Hulk’s being, Bruce Banner senses his alter- 
plight. He has reawakened we three aspects of his own buried 
sona—his reason, his sense of self-preservation and his anger—to 
elp bring a measure of peace to the Hulk’s troubled existence and, 
, to guide Banner himself back to the light.”’ 

down upon the slumbering gi- 


ps,” said Guardian, looking 
For on what manner of 


“Or perhaps such peace can never be. 
sid could either Banner or the Hulk ever truly belong?”’ 


Hulk was on the move again, taking slow, ponderous steps 


“shimmering, intertwined pathways, 
) shift and slide in the corners of his vision. 
ariosity at each suspended portal, each doorway to a new 
to commit himself to any. 
ys he must choose one,”’ observed Guardian, 
re forever. And yet, the question is which? No choice has 
t one,” asserted Goblin, ‘‘any one. If it leads 

n’t want him, then, well, he can smash it into 
ns away the incredible Hulk. Nobody!’’ His 

effect. The Hulk’s top lip curled into a 
He stared into the nearest portal. And, 


the positions of which 
He gazed in 


“lest he be 


threshold. A material like 
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‘The Hulk withdrew his hand, stared at it blankly for a second, then 
flexed his leg muscles and leapt through the portal. 


And into a vacuum. 


He hadn't expected to wake up. Though he had not understood his 
peril at first, he had felt his throat burning, his chest aching, and he 
had pedalled in vain against the airless void and known on an instine- 
tual level that something about it was taking his life. There had been 
no time for the failsafe spell to engage, NO time for the Hulk to even 
entertain the necessary thoughts of dissatisfaction. No time for the 
‘Triad to do anything but shout pointless warnings that he could neither 
fully understand nor heed. 

No time. 

He hadn't expected to wake up, and yet here he was. Face-down 
in burning sands. Coughing up fine, hot particles that had already 
invaded his nose and mouth. Climbing slowly to his feet and shielding 
his eyes from the fierce yellow light of the sun. A smile, spreading 
across his face as taut muscles relaxed. At last. Here he was. 

He had come home. 

“His intellect continues to resurface,”” said Glow approvingly. *“He 
recognizes the New Mexican desert in which he was ‘born’ of atomic 
fire. And yet, how can such a thing be? By what quirk of fate could 
that portal have returned him to Earth?” 

“What does it matter?’’ asked Guardian. ‘This is good. The Hulk 
has always thought of this place as his sanctuary, his succor.” 

“For how long?”’ asked Goblin. “‘If he is on Earth, then soldiers 
and super heroes will soon come.”* 

“For now, at least,”* said Guardian, ‘the is content.” 


sto that day, nobody did come. Nor for the next. A 
rt sands, basking in the peace and the soli- 
security that the Crossroads could not pro 

; cross no signs of 
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ahead. A pool of cold, clear, sparkling water. Trees, 
ag luscious fruits. The Hulk feasted long and gratefully. But the 
“Such plants could not have flourished in this climate,’’ said Glow, 
“at least not on the Earth that we know. I would like the opportunity 
to examine them more closely, but the Hulk will hardly afford us that. 
_ lean, however, conclude one thing.”’ 
Guardian nodded in solemn agreement. ‘‘That this is not his 
oa Their emerald charge sensed it too. On the fourth day, he became 
testless. He spent less time walking and more sitting disconsolately, 
4 
_ 


knees drawn up to his chest. As alone as he had ever been. He returned 
to the oasis and stayed there. Lonely. Fatigued. Miserable. For a time, 
it seemed that the failsafe spell would be triggered. 

Then, on the fifth day, six figures mounted the horizon. 

The Hulk rose to greet them long before they reached him. He was 
Outwardly perturbed by their approach, clenching and unclenching his 
and emitting a series of low rumbling growls from his chest. He 
med wary of these intruders, and ready to battle them. But Goblin 
ed that the Hulk was actually pleased; not only at the thought of 
pany but more so at the prospect of a good fight. It saddened 
tdian to think that her colleague was probably right. 
fighting seemed a remote possibility as the figures drew closer. 
slight of form, humanoid, and green in hue. Their eyes 
d bright, betraying neither fear nor animosity toward the 
ite who barred their path. They wore simple tunics of 
carried only food and water. The Hulk cocked his head 

ed by the stirring of something deep within his 
nsation of distant recognition. Glow knew 
e woman called Jarella. 
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* * * 


Time passed. Blissful days, such as this tortured outcast had rarely 
known. The green-skinned beings worshipped the Hulk. They brought 
materials across the desert in handcarts and made for him a huge 
throne, cushioned with silk. Their numbers multiplied, and each new- 
comer brought offerings of meat and fruit. When the Hulk grew tired 
of his bleak surroundings, his willing servitors seeded the ground. 
With uncommon speed, the oasis expanded into a lush forest. He came 
to enjoy taking strolls here in the evening breeze, amongst the flora 
and the fauna—for wildlife abounded now: gentle deer, red squirrels, 
and beautiful bluebirds. 

At first, Glow, Guardian, and Goblin were concerned. Too many 
things seemed to defy logic—and yet, on such an alien world, who 
could question the workings of nature? In time, their suspicions were 
eased and they too began to appreciate the tranquility. They slept for 
hours at a time, unseen as always although the Hulk was aware of 
their continuing presence. Glow’s light began to dim and Goblin was 
uncharacteristically subdued. There was little need for the Triad now. 
There was no use even for language here: the inhabitants were mute. 
One of the Hulk’s greatest pleasures was that they would pamper him 
without confusing his mind with endless chatter. 

Guardian made her decision one balmy morning, as she woke on 
a soft bed of leaves. Her job was done. It was time to leave; to relax 
her grip on this life and to return to the darkness from whence she 
had come. There was no fear attached to the proposition. The Hulk 
__ wes content at last, and Bruce Banner could rest in peace. And yet, 
: me Guardian felt herself drifting away on a warm ethereal current, 

on z held her fast to this plane. A golden towline to the Hulk’s 


had dared to is peaceful exi 
ain ee es ee ee 
2 ible, furious roar. 
waved a rocky hand at the Hulk's erstwhile followers 
scattered in fear. *‘Just thinkin’ about what you've done to 
¢ poor jerks makes me mad, Green-Genes. So guess what time it 
He charged his opponent, head down. 
~The Hulk was barely on his feet before his foe cannoned into his 
midriff. This time, though, he was prepared. He kept his balance and 
drove his fists down onto the back of the Thing’s head. They grappled 
for a few brutal seconds, no quarter given by either party. The Hulk 
gained the upper hand. A solid punch to the jaw sent the Thing flying 
until a tree brought him up short and rained its leaves upon him. 
a Guardian flapped about helplessly. ‘‘What could have brought a 
member of the Fantastic Four here?” 

“When last Banner saw Ben Grimm, the all-powerful Beyonder 
had drawn both into the incident that became known as the Secret 
Wars,”” Glow recalled. ‘‘At the end of that conflict, Grimm chose to 
remain upon the Beyonder’s warworld, Could it be that the portal from 
the Crossroads has returned the Hulk to that same place?” 

“Who cares where that big, orange punching bag came from?” 
Goblin positively danced with enthusiasm “Our guy can take this 
; any day of the week!"’ 

“Puny rock man!"’ The Hulk had found his voice again ** Always 
things, always hounding Hulk.”’ 

= I come from, Hulkie,"’ Grimm snarled, ‘‘we don’t force 
to act as our slaves.’’ But he was circling now, unsteady 
to press the attack. He was hurt. 

Goblin in the Hulk's ear. ‘“He don’t want 
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| Thing for a second time. Anger stoked his strength and, for all his 
efforts, the smaller man could not hope to match him. 

The Hulk landed blow after blow to his head and his solar plexus, 
Even when the Thing was punch-drunk and barely able to stand, the 
Hulk held him upright and continued the punishment. At last, his fury 
was sated enough for him to hear Guardian's urgent and impassioned 
pleas for leniency. Panting from his exertions, he stepped back and 
watched in satisfaction as his orange-skinned adversary crumpled to 
the hot sands. 

Then he roared in pain as something hard and heavy smashed into 
him from behind. 

The Hulk was on the ground again, a fire burning in his back, Spots 
danced before his eyes. He rolled over and stared up, to where the 
blazing sun silhouetted three more familiar intruders upon his perfect 
life. He struggled to his feet, legs feeling like jello. He emitted a 
threatening growl, but the Rhino only laughed as he backed up for a 
second charge, still basking in the success of his first. The Abomt- 
nation moved to outflank his lifelong enemy, his craggy green features 
betraying an eagerness to finish what his ally had started. And the 
barely humanoid, muck-encrusted form of the Glob watched and 
waited for his own chance to add to the Hulk’s misery. 

“Go to it, Greenface!"’ goaded Goblin. 

~ Guardian showed more concer. “Rarely have I seen the Hulk fight 
so savagely. He showed no mercy to the Thing, and he cares not what 
! to these latest foes.” 
should he? They attacked him first, remember?”’ 
as not had to fight for so long,” said Glow. “‘It is as if 
Joosed something within him that hated to be sub- 
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him," snarled Goblin, ‘they m, The 
cou : always find hi 
y ton his life miserable. But he smashes them on 


_ 
, Glow is right,”’ said Guardian. ** 
», an. ‘There is somethi 
hare is more to this situati sdb ate 
a “4 ation than meets the eye, Don’t you 
jl, now you come to mention it... .”” 


ihe Hulk enjoyed a brief respite as his three attackers suddenly 
gaged and took up holding positions around him. A ripple effect 
* distorted the sky, and from it was formed a familiar image. A green- 
¢ “skinned man with a prodigious forehead stood upon a hovering golden 

platform. He held his hands behind his back, maintaining a deliber- 
ately casual air. The Hulk recognized the gamma-spawned, super- 
~ intelligent Leader. 

_ ‘What better way to revenge myself upon 
crowed, “than to give you your longed-for peace only to snatch it 
s rom your grasp? Take one last look at what can never be yours, Hulk, 

at this, the hour of your demise.” 

The Hulk could understand only a fraction of the words, but it was 
e sh. Drifting fragments of memory assured him that the Leader 
ad taunted him thus many times before. Of all the persistent foes he 
ad encountered today, the Leader was by far the deadliest. The Hulk 
sad no doubt that he was the orchestrator of all that had befallen him. 
ith . hateful snarl, he drove himself upward in an incredible | 
a i, 


you,”’ the Leader 


eap 
sailed straight through both man and platform, dropping awk- 
pack to the ground in bewilderment. 
id * the Leader scoffed, rocking with forced laughter. 
‘skin by appearing here in person? No, ! 
or cled simpleton. You have attacked 
But I can still harm you: my pawns 
ou once and for all.”’ 
e Glob closed in once more. 


LULL 


Flow wow! the Leaitor have fini ihe Huth) Why would the Thing 
ihe prepared to dhe the Lawes idling? Haw ean the Gab exle 9 
far trom the swamp (hat span wed ant navtines HHA 2 

Bia, lagioal or not, the siuatian entire 


The Halk broke fee of ihe Clob's aithneating ari, only to take 
dhe fall foree af the Abomination > (ist iv hie ga, ene kod breathless 
he Wit back, bar struck only a glaneip blow, Muddy tendrils reached 
for his nostrils again, He lashed out blindly and sueeeded 1h Maring 
the Glod's baxly apart “toe easily,’ Clow complained) and tae lute 
for the Hulk to dodge as the Rhino charged agai and enibedded his 
hora iw his vietinn’s back 

The Hulk eried out in animal pain and staggered Inte another on 
slaught from the Abomination He was dizzy and sore, but angry too 
and that gave him the strength to fight back, The two green okinned 
monsters grappled and, in doing so, cut a swath of destretion about 
themselves. Squirrels darted for cover as trees er 


washed to the ground 
The Abomination gained the upper hand, He 


snarled something, but 
the Hulk had completely lost his ability to understand speech He 


fought with unbridled savagery, seeing nothing but the hate-twisted 
sneers of his mortal foes; hearing only the blood that pounded in his 
ears. A surge of triumph emboldened him as the Abomination fell at 
last beneath his powerful blows 
The Hulk tumed his attention to the Rhino, Although protected b 
a tough, artificial i : / 
cial gray hide, the villain actually looked afraid, He stood 
his — pid Hulk and Rhino rushed headlong toward each 
abe ground shook with the impact of their monumental 
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at pho again, Injured and drained, he felt his tremen- 
strength g him at last. His knees buckled and he fell 
them, sending up a cloud of yellow dust, — 

His forest no longer stood. Splinters of broken wood were strewn 
across the sand for as far as he could see: the only remnants of what 
his friends had made for him. Those same friends had deserted him 
too, fleeing at the first sign of peril. Or simply vanished, like his foes. 
“= Hulk no longer cared. Let them go. Everybody left him in the 

Remaining on his knees, the Hulk pined for a paradise lost, 

“Nothing here is real,’’ reasoned Glow. ‘‘All that we have seen, 
all that we have experienced, has come from the Hulk’s own mind.”’ 

**How can that be true?’’ protested Guardian, ‘‘Why would he con- 
jure up such things to torment himself?” 

“And yet, what other explanation can there be? No, Guardian, this 
world was naught but cosmic dust until he arrived. Its form has been 
psychokinetically sculpted by his innermost thoughts; his desires.”” 

“An infinitely malleable realm,’’ Guardian breathed in awe, 
“where matter itself is molded to satisfy the Hulk’s every whim. Then 
his own boredom with his idle life here . . ”? She swallowed and did 
not complete the sentence. 

“Only one question remains. So far as I can ascertain, the Hulk 
still has few memories, particularly of his bygone days on Earth. From 
which part of the brute’s mind, then, did these images spring forth?”’ 
“Hey,’’ protested Goblin, ‘*don’t look at me!” 

A new figure appeared in the desert, then: familiar, and yet the 

could not place him immediately. He was shorter than the Hulk, 

similar in form. His features were harder, thicker, rougher, 

undeniably a resemblance there. Like the Hulk, he 
ir of stretchable purple trunks. 


‘at last!” he crowed, to the unheeding sky. “At last, I'm free! 
Free of that stupid green monster. Free of that weakling, Banner. Do 
you hear me, both of you? I'm alive! 1 clawed my way out of that 

and I ain’t about to go back to it!"” 

Goblin alighted upon the gray Hulk’s shoulder and inspected him 
with fascination. ‘‘Another personality? How many does this guy 
have?” 

“We had thought this one to have been destroyed,”’ said Glow, 
“and yet it is clear that he was only submerged, as is Banner.” 

The gray Hulk leaned over his successor and growled in his ear: 
“But this ain't enough. I want the real deal. I want the body—and, 
in case you haven’t worked it out yet, I’m not planning to share!"" 

His words sent a thrill of panic through the Triad. This new Hulk 
awoke strong feelings of revulsion in them. He had not the green 
Hulk’s savagery, true, but he possessed something worse. Was it. - 
evil? If not that, then certainly a darker nature. Bitter. Uncaring. Even 
Goblin blanched at the thought of this persona running unchecked. 

Guardian danced frantically before her green-skinned charge, but 
could awaken neither interest nor recognition in his dead eyes. ““He 
intends to kill you, Hulk. He will bury your mind in a dark and lonely 
lace. You must wake and fight him. You must not let him win.”’ 

She and Goblin tumed and tried to beat down the usurper by force 

I, but to no avail. The gray Hulk was unaffected by their attack. 
Glow suddenly, his uncharacteristic panic rammed 
of his colleagues. ‘‘Guardian, Goblin, you 
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1 Jet out a strangulated squawk. Guardian leapt back, 7 


ught I couldn't see you, didn’t you?”’ the gray Hulk growled. 

me go, you big ox!” demanded Goblin in a hoarse voice. 

“Thought I couldn’t touch you!”” 

“You are being unreasonable,”’ cried Glow. 

“But I'm as much a part of you as we both are of Greenskin— 
you three are the bigger threat to me, so you get to die first!”’ 

The monster tightened his grip. 

“Banner,” hissed Goblin, his eyelids fluttering as the breath was 
expelled from his body. ‘He wants to kill Banner.” 

“By destroying us, his avatars,”’ cried Glow. ‘‘And, because the 
power of thought has furnished us with a physical presence in this 
realm—"’ 

“Our lives are in danger!” finished Guardian. She had been frozen, 
unable to respond to this inconceivable new situation. Now, though, 
she had no choice but to act fast. She strung an arrow and let it fly 
toward the gray Hulk’s head. It penetrated his thick skin without dif- 

ficulty, passing through his brain and doing no physical damage, but 
leaving behind a fleeting, ethereal imprint of Bruce Banner’s person- 
ality; a stark reminder of shared human origins. 

The gray Hulk shuddered and Goblin flew gratefully out of his 
relaxed grip. But, if Guardian had hoped to create a new and lasting 
understanding in her enemy, she was to be disappointed. He reacted 
with anger to the images that flashed through his mind, screaming as 
his arms flailed in an attempt to punish the Triad for tormenting him 
so. Guardian felt a chill at the sight of the monster's rage unleashed. 
The gray Hulk’s veneer of civilization had been peeled back and, for 
a moment, only his pigmentation differentiated him from his savage 
green counterpart. 

Goblin was on his knees, coughing and spluttering. Guardian took 

: by the arm and dragged him clear as the gray Hulk rounded upon 
n again. They took flight, but Guardian did not dare to go far. What 
ay Hulk turned his attention to the helpless green Hulk, in the 


at hn atvernary, Ht was «sian wate 0 Ahk wiih Gu 
riod, taut the Triad had no Wetter rwewne af attack “Thi (ine, 


sagged, and fhe artis hung Hewply by Nhe wile. 

Phat is good," Cow enoouraged Nit, “ponheave peace, Vielenwe 
is not the solution, We are all but facets af one Heth! ty aquabbting, 
we can only hasten (he destruction of all Cray eyelids began to 
droop, and Glow dared to move clone HNleep HAW, Sleepy and aeoept 
your mMeMores of Robert Hrice Harner You are he, He ie you” 

“And you must (hink Tin stupid!” 

Without warning, the gray Hulk snatehed up 4 substantial plece of 
wood—-the fremaing of a tee and hurled (eat Glow with all lis 
might, As the makeshilt missile collided with the hovering star 
Guardian and Goblin clutehed at thet honda, whieh threatened to split 
apart with the resonance of an overwhelming telepathic soreech of 
pain, Glow hit the the ground with a sickening thump, and his light 
was extinguished, A wisp of amoke curled up from where he Tay 

Goblin swore, his face a niask of rage, and hurled himself at the 
gray Hulk, 

“No, Goblin,” Guardian tilled, ‘He ix more cunning than we 
realized, You must not attack without a plan , 

But Goblin had no plan, just blind fury: a fury that only inereaved 
as he laid into his target with all the strength in his sinews, to be 
greeted by raucous laughter, ‘Banner's anger,’ scoffed the Hulk, “os 
weak and repressed as il ever Was,” 

’ “You won't ruin our lives again!’* snarled Goblin 
“Hat This time 11! just take ‘em!’* With an almost casual swipe 
of his hand, the gray Hulk knocked Goblin away from him, The blue: 
J demon travelled a good hundred yards, headlong, before land: 
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fairly gleeful at the prevepwet of the shanydner I 
11 she could do. That, and attempt to dodwe hie permertal bern. 
“The first one made the ground shake, and threw tp # phvnry of enn 
‘The second almost connected, and knocked the how fev Crum ine 4 
Defenseless now, she took to the air. The gray Huth ewiped # 


her again, and she ducked beneath the great are of his fiat, She ahighned 
on his shoulder, begging for mercy and weeping. He sirugwed her off 
{, diserientated, She 


and tried to stomp on her as she fell to the ground 
rolled out of the shadow of his enormous foot She tried to run, bit 


there was nowhere to run to. 

At last, he had her. He wound 
tried to prise them apart, but lacked even a fraction of the necessary 
strength. He sneered at her in triumph, and squeezed, And equeesea 

And squeezed. 

And screamed in frustration, as something heavy crashed inte hinn 

Guardian had almost blacked out. Purple spots ¢ rowded her field 
of vision. She struggled to blink them away She felt light-headed 
There was sand beneath her knees 
She was on the ground. Her captor had 
But the battle had not ended. 

The two Hulks were fighting. 

Guardian's initial reaction was one of disbelief, but this soon turned 
i ) joy. The green Hulk had come to the Triad’s rescue despite his 
im hatred of Banner. Somehow, he was restored to full health. The 
; Hulk was buckling beneath his foe's superior strength, taken by 
e and unable to utilize his own cunning. Still, his hold upon 
eudo was strong, and the vicious fight was becoming pro- 


steely fingers about her legs She. 


let her go. She wae alive 


‘crawled across the sands and found Glow, no longer a 

but merely a burnt-out plastic star, a child's discarded 

ay not too far from him, a rag doll with tears across 
ng leaked. She cradled them both in her lap 
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bot was fighting a defensive battle. The green Hulk closed with hin 
again, and the pair tumbled to the ground, rolling over and over in 
the sand. No words were spoken, perhaps neither participant was co 
pable of speech any more They lived only for this final, brutal, af) 
important fight, and it was soon clear that there could be only one 


outcome 


Guardian's tears case aded onto 
Tears for the endless, mindless ¢ omflict (hat was the 


her two colleagues Tears for ther 


Tears for herself 

Hulk's life 
“Our guy is strong again 
Light flickered somewhere 


equally as important as force of arms 
ure of that realization Bruce B 


croaked Goblin his left arr twitch 


inside Glow Here, force 


Guardian smiled with the pleas 
but his instinct for s¢ if-presery 


sf 


ner could have died today 
become strong.” 
“He is healing," Glow pronounced sagely 
And, as the reinvigorated 7 riad watched, the 
final roar of defiance and literally crushed his foe to gray powder / 
mingled with the sand and the splintered wood and wa disper 
a soft, cool breeze that rolled in from the east, along with the i 
loper’s final words. 
“1 will be back!"” 


green Hulk let ow 


no one left to fight now. Nothing left of the world that 
d had created. The green-skinned natives had gone, and 
ed and built for him was destroyed. Some 

of what he had lost, and he was miserable 
rroundings with sad eyes, and seme 
er be rebuilt. 
‘another realm 


1 SHAKE IN) PARADISE 
his fate. As always, the Triad were beside 


— Zs 
said Guardian softly, her heart breaking. ‘“This 
ild have provided an ideal home for him. It could 
he wished it to be.” 
d Goblin, *‘the big lummox ruined it for himself.’’ 
“pectations of conflict brought conflict to him,’’ said Glow. 
p 2 an instinctual level, he even felt a ees for it. Perhaps 
sap of being happy when he is at peace.”’ 
y could he be,’’ asked Guardian, ‘‘when the very aspects of 
n persona are at war with each other?” 
he Hulk can never know contentment,”’ said Glow, *‘because he 
be content with himself. True, he may soon forget this disap- 
nent. His displeasure with the Crossroads will propel him to 
ch ever onward. It will force him to pass through more portals, 
ore more worlds, search for happiness wherever he can find it. 
acl time, he will unwittingly prevent himself from attaining 


ch inevitable setback,”’ said Guardian, ‘‘will see him re- 
_ to the Crossroads. To this gloomy prison. Perhaps for the 
oor, tortured life.”’ 
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I. goad stretched through a vast expanse of dull, flat Texas scrub. 
The silver truck—bearing the logo of Texican Beverages, the proud 
qakers of Saguaro Iced Tea, Commanche Cola, and Peccary Fruit 
Panch—sped down the highway. Its driver, a heavyset man with 4 
qreweut left over from his army days, listened to George Strait. The 
eocasional chatter strip drowned out the tape, but the driver knew the 
songs so well that George sang right over the buzzing meant to keep 
qockers awake. It was part of the music of the road, 

Normally, Billy Joe McCay would not drive so fast. He had a per- 
fect safety record and never received a single ticket in his fifleen years 
of driving tractor-trailer trucks. Tonight, however, he had a good rea- 
son for s ing back to Amarillo from Fort Worth, He was heading 
home to watch his son, Bubba, play his first high-school football game 
as a starter. Bubba was not in a position that received much glory, 
bat even offensive guards need love, especially when facing a school 
with the best inside linebacking tandem in the state. Billy Joe had the 
road to himself, and visibility was excellent, with a full moon bathing 
the land in her borrowed sunlight. 

The accident was not his fault. 

He was thinking about the upcoming game when, suddenly, a 
moand-shaped form shambled onto the interstate, directly in the 
truck's path. It was as big as 2 Volkswagen minibus, the kind the 

from Austin drove and lived in. The instant he saw the object 
by the semi’s highbeams, Billy Joe instinctively swerved 
‘on the brakes, slamming the heel of his palm on the 
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landed on the trailer, far behind the cab, pushing the vehicle further 
into the turn, causing the van to tip over dangerously. 

Billy Joe thought of his wife and God before his truck flew off the 
road and the impact drove him into darkness 

The other participant landed on a Joshua tree abutting the road. The 
gnarled conifer shattered under the beast’s bulk, The creature nghted 
itself, shook its head as if to clear it, and trudged into the praine night 


Earlier that evening, a cobalt-blue van was driving the opposite 
direction on the same highway. Rick Jones was driving the van he 
referred to as “the Winnebago from Hell."’ It did look like a small 
recreational vehicle on the outside 

Naturally, appearances were deceiving; the van, with its high-tech 
arsenal, could meet an M1 tank on fairly equal terms Inside the van 
was an astonishing assortment of personal weapons, some of which 
could place their wielder on an almost even footing with many of the 
super heroes roaming the world 

The van had been stolen by a renegade secret agent named Clay 
Quartermain. A handsome, blond-haired man with chiseled features 
and intense blue eyes, Quartermain had until recently been a member 
of a law enforcement agency called S.H LE.L.D.; its name was an 
acronym for Strategic Hazard Intelligence, Espionage, and Logistics 
Directorate. At the moment, he was glaring at the man hunched in the 
rear of the van. 

The target of Quartermain’s anger was an ordinary man with dull 
hair and thick glasses, which gave him a true impression of 
Nobody glancing at the Casper Milquetoast-like figure 
: that the world trembled at the mere mention of his name: 


y, ““It was the Hulk, not me.”" 
ned his mouth, but closed it hastily, The border 
ded and the Hulk began had become nebulous, es- 
f 0 ‘that the Hulk was less powerful, but more intelligent. 
"s skin was now gray in tone, and he emerged from Banner 
setting of the sun. 
“Loe Quartermain, | said I'm sorry,’ Banner snapped. ‘‘If that 
enough, then take it up with the Hulk."’ He pointed to the blood- 
(sun, low on the horizon before them. ‘‘He'll be out in a little 


: 
Quartermain scowled. 


“Do you think time is of the essence?’’ asked Banner 

> “Maybe,” replied the ex-agent, ‘‘I have this feeling we aren't the 
> Only players in this gamma bomb drama. Call it paranoia, or even 

Woman's intuition.”” He flashed a brief, ironic smile. ‘‘Besides, the 
o longer we're on the road, the more exposed we are.”’ 
Jones groaned as the radio dissolved into static in the middle of 
dise by the Dashboard Light."* At least music was a distraction 
the tedium of driving through the unchanging flatland. The mo- 
was coming for the change, as it did every night, and Jones 
4 it, He wondered how far down on the horizon the sun would 


‘ 
i 


s*Ahh!’’ Banner clutched his stomach and crumpled. 
+ on schedule, Jones thought as he glanced in the rearview 


“We're im the county of Arcadia Plains, Texas.” Quartermain said. 
Wel cake Reus 27 Noeth to 287 all the way t0 Kansas. Is that 
ckay?” : 

“Nothing’s okay. especially not you, Quartermain,”” the Hulk re- 
plied. ““You got a beef. Jot et ee 
face. If you've got the guts, that is.” 

The van sped on aout already turning out to be a long night. 


“What kind of girl do you think I am?"’ Suzy McAllen demanded 
u Brewer 
Brent, not wishing to get slapped again, censored his first thought. 
me on, Suzy Q.” 
: and said, ““I don’t know why I 
party.” 


Brent. who knew why he came here, realized his objectives were 

I t ic withdrawal in good order would 
hat he would be well positioned 
gnition and let the motor run for 


perms tum 1 


a few moments 
Suzy sighed. “Brent. I'm sorry. It was—"’ 
“Hey, | understand. It's okay. You just didn’t feel like it.”’ 
As Brent wed on the headlights, Suzy said, ‘I’m so glad that 
Brent!’ She pointed to a form illuminated by the headlights, 
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. lay on its left side, three-quarters off the hi 
‘over to the shoulder of the road 

remained in the van, not to hide, but to sulk and grumble 

two human companions. 

tended to Billy Joe, who had miraculously escaped with only 

serapes. Quartermain walked the length of the truck, scanning 


the highway with a flashlight 


Should | call the cops, Clay?’’ Jones asked 
“Yeah. We'll keep the Hulk hidden back there.’’ The renegade was 


ghway 


: eenly pensive. “Rick, did you see anything suspicious up 


- ee tapped the medical kit against his thigh, *‘What do you mean, 
*suspicious’?"’ 

. “This situation is weird. A one-vehicle accident on a clear road 
and no sign of another vehicle at all’ There's no sign of a collision 
either. | saw skidmarks from the truck, but nothing else.”* 
"Mechanical failure?’’ That was what reporters always mentioned 
; on the news when acronautics officials could not figure out why a 
had crashed. 

d wd doubt it. We have one set of skidmarks here,’" Quartermain 
inted his light down the road, ‘‘and they clearly indicate the driver 
ed to avoid an object. Driver in the right lane of a | weston 
lay, swerves violently into the median strip and ’ His voice 
he walked along the dark trail created by the truck's 


4 from the van and, looking at the rear doors of 
- said, ““Texican Beverages. Good. I'll have 

chow down after I find something to eal. I'm 
yar for a tremendous leap. 
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Vile leapt sway briefly cithowetted bry the moon before vanishing 
fren the nigh why 
Chad,” muttered Quartermain 1 wish he'd listen 

“Youh.”” wid Jones, wistfully You knew, back in the old days 
he uted Ww listen to me Semetine ihut at least now he omnart 
enough 

“He's auly amart enough to know he doesn't have to listen to us 
Hick,” Quartermain interjected. “He's Hot smart « nough to take car 
of Winwelf "' He headed for the van. ‘I'll eall the cop 

Jones went back to the « ub to make sure the trucker was comfort 
able. As Jones wiped the blood from his Tac the trucker muttered 


“Dig big eoulda’t stop. I jumped What in hell was it? Big 
thing big critter I's gone no sin't it un'tir? 

Jones shuddered, wondering what horrific sight could be responsi 
ble for the trucker’s wild-eyed stare 

The Hulk landed two kilometers away, his impact making 4 sats 


fying thowem! He looked around, but saw nothing. No signs of food 
or civilization, and here he had to stay 

He sat in the dirt and thought back to the end of his latest brawl 
With Wolverine. That mutant runt had pushed a button in the Hulk's 
that literally brought out the beast in him. The fight had ended 
Quartermain had fired on the combatants and chastised 
ing. What especially rankled the Hulk was when Quar 
“Uf you're not the ‘mindless Hulk’ anymore, start 
priorities, for pity's sake!" 
priorities. He wanted to stop the gov- 
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Y the Hulk, that Was nothing 


F ured to the animosity the Hulk felt toward his blood} 
Banner was a lead weight around his nec 


the water's surface. There were places he w 
wanted to do, but with Banner in charge, he would never t nes 
somewhere like Las Vegas. No. That prissy jerk would id Med 
Hulk would have no Opportunity to step out : ri 
once. 

That was when he heard the grunting and snuffling behind him. 
sounding vaguely like it came from some sort of enormous pig. He 
turned around in time to see a gargantuan, shadowy hump bearing 
down on him. The Hulk was so startled that, as the leathery form 
brushed against him, he fell on his ramp 


| ess alter 
k, pulling him below 
anted to go, things he 


and live his own life for 


The... whatever it was... disappeared into the night so quickly 
that the Hulk could not catch more than a glimpse. The gray-skinned 
behemoth sat on the ground, wondering what had shoved him 


Jones came by about an hour after dawn with clean clothes and 
Banner's glasses. 
“Bruce?"’ he called out 
Banner cautiously stepped out from behind a boulder. His tattered 
ts hung in streamers from his lean frame, and his bare chest and 
s bore the scratches of a cactus or two that he had brushed agaist 
r travels, Bleary, bloodshot eyes swept the area to make certain 
ung. 
wn hehe “The coast is clear. The sheriff 
Ae the semi’s removal before it causes any big 
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4 believe my first story.”’ He 


re a werewoll a 
Je zipped up the new jumpauit 


Jones shrugged “Well, he didn 
broadly, “I told him you we 


“Wonderful,”’ Bannet muttered, | 
“Let's go back.”” 

They walked briskly to the t 
encounter the Hulk had during the night 

“1 don’t like this, Bruce,’ Jones commented 


a litde before the ambulance arry ed 
“] should have been with him but 


oad, Banner told Jones of the strange 


“The driver tulked 


“How is he?” asked Banner 


the Hulk—" 

*+__was right,’” Jones interjected 
he said someth 
pe of a VW bug.” 


“The trucker will be fine only 


a moderate concussion Anyway, ing big knoe ked his 


truck over, Something about the size and sha 
“That about fits what | the Hulk saw.”’ 
The ambulance was long gone, but two police cruisers still brack 
eted the trucks, their lights flashing in warning 
with the cars were the sherifl and his chief deputy 
black man with a linebacker’s build, slightly graying hair, and a pier 
ing stare, was engaged in an intense conference with Quartermain He 
d to be listening patiently to Quartermain as the ex agent 
to gouges on the root of the truck’s cab, which matched the 
by the shattered Joshua tree. 
\ ty, wandered the length of the toppled vehicle, mo- 
2 aearing of headlight glass scattered along the 
wiry, angula man, with a pinched face dom 


Remaining behind 
Sheriff Sowell, & 
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nt “One might me why you had to run around in the dark last night,” 
continued. ““One might ask why you are hanging around with 
this young punk and blondie here—** he gestured toward Quartermain 
who seems to know more about mechanical forensics than I was 
at the State Police Academy. But, since you are being so help- 
ful, I'll just ask you about what you saw last night, Mr. . i. “Bixby.” 
That is your name, correct?” 
Banner glanced quickly at Jones, then nodded. ‘*Yes, it is.”” 
“What did you see last night, pray tell p 
“Not a great deal. It was dark : 
“Well, it was night,”’ Dale interjected. A glare from S¢ ywell quieted 
him. 
“Whatever I saw out there was large, about five, six feet high,” 
Banner said. *‘It was about the size of a small car.’ 
“What make and model?’’ Dale asked 
Sowell cut him another look. Dale went back to examining the 
_ erash site. 
“whatever it was,”’ Bruce continued, 
going. 1 only got a vague glimpse of 
» shape of a half a wheel of cheese: mo 


“it knocked me down and 
it. Big as a small car and 
und-shaped front to back, 
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game despite the grubbiness, the ingrained dirt on the linoleum, the 
waitresses with stained aprons and the fly strips black with insects 
Ranner plowed through two breakfast specials. Jones nibbled on a 
hamburger, while Quartermain gnaw ed on eggs and homefnies. Sowell 
and Dale sat on the opposite side of the booth 
How's the truck dniver?’’ asked Banner 
He’s fine, Mr. Bixby," Sowell said. ‘*The hospital will release 
him tomorrow. He still can’t remember anything about the accident 
Dale smiled. “Now | know you ve been real helpful and all, but 
anything else you can do to help well, we'd appreciate it. Some 
thing you remembered, or that makes sense only now, or even any 
wild ideas about the accident, would be helpful + 
“In my expert opinion Banner began, then hastily clamped 
his jaw shut 
“And how did you and Mr. Quartermain obtain your expertise?” 
Sowell asked smoothly 
“I was being sarcustic,"’ Bruce said quickly 
“I couldn't tell, Mr. Bixby. But in your expert opinion 


"My best guess is some sort of animal.” 

“Biggest thing around these parts are buffalo,’ said Dale 

*Bison,”’ Banner corrected primly. 

“Whatever. But there's no bison within one hundred miles of 
”’ replied Dale. 


a Jones said with a wry smile, ‘*it was something unnat- 
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“Dang.” said Dale. “It's Brent Brewer. We'll talk to him. You 

“This is getting weird, even by our standards,”’ Quartermain mut- 
tered. He watched as Sowell and Dale spoke with the youth, attempt- 
ing to calm him down. The teenager gesticulated wildly, explaining 
how a monster had wrecked his father’s car 

“| know,” Banner said to Quartermain “*This situation makes me 
nervous.” 

Jones rolled his eyes and pointed to Banner's plate. ‘‘If you're so 
nervous, how can you eat like that?” 

“I'm hungry, Rick. He takes a lot out of me « 

Sheriff Sowell returned to the booth. **Finish up guys This is going 
on my tab.”’ He gestured toward Quartermain. *‘Blondie and me are 


looking at this latest wreck. You two and Dale are paying Dr. Sin a 
housecall.”” 


On the way to, 1n Dale’s words, ‘the House of Sin,’’ Banner asked, 
“Are you sure you don’t know anything about her research?” 
“Nope, Mr. Bixby,”’ Dale replied “Don’t see how that'd have 
anything to do with this case, any way.” 
The small ranch house, no more than five rooms, seemed lonely in 
the desolate prairie. According to Dale, that was exactly the way Dr. 
Sin wanted things 
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sophisticated centrifuge. Next (© the table was a large, dilapidated 
refrigerator 

“Js that a brain?" Jones asked He pointed to a small, grayish lump 
im a pan that sat in the center of the equipment 

“An armadillo’s, I'd imagine,’ Banner said. “Not much in sige, 
js it?” He looked up as Dale returned 

The deputy nodded and reholstered 
a fridge here, when there's one in the kitchen?” 

“Obviously, it's tor perishable samples.’’ Banner opened the re 
* he said, looking at a sealed plastic box 
e side of the box “Han 


‘She's not here, | trust.” 
his pistol “Why does she have 


frigerator. “Interesting, 

Dale picked it up and read the label on th 
sen’s Bacillus?” 

““Leprosy,”’ Banner explained 

Dale replaced the box with exaggerated care 

“Leprosy won't kill you,’ Banner said 

“Naw, it just makes your nose fall off.” 

Banner smiled. Actually, leprosy attacks the skin and deadens 
your peripheral nerves You can’t feel, 
out knowing. The cuts get infected without care 
In fact, to be vulnerable, you have to have a low resistance lo begin 
with. Besides,”’ he said, holding up @ stoppered glass bottle of an 
antibiotic, “‘she has the cure."” 

**] read somewhere that armadillos get leprosy,”” said Dale 
eating them is fine, so long as the meat is cooked well,”" 
Jones poked his head into the main room, ‘‘Guys, I think I found 
out back.’’ He led them through the hall to the back door. 
is,"” said Jones. He pointed to a ruined cage, twice as 
the sheriff"l] want to know about this. 


and you can cut yourself with 
You know the rest 


But 
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marred by a large bandage covering the right side 

scalp to chin. The red T-shi a 
shirt she wore—emblazoned with 

of Clark University—so dwarfed her petite frame that her 

shorts were almost totally hidden from view. A pair of worn 

completed her outfit. 

2 Banner's attention, however, was riveted on the double-barreled 

shotgun she pointed in his direction 
. *“Gentlemen,”’ Dr. Sin said, ‘I hope you have a good explanation 


_ for trespassing.”” 


Quartermain and Sowell squatted by the side of the creek, looking 
at the footprint in the mud 

The print was four feet long and two feet wide. It had four long 
toes, with the middle two of equal length, and the outer ones slightly 
splayed. It disquictingly reminded Quartermain of a dinosaur’s foot 


> 


“Look familiar, Sheriff?"’ he asked 

“Vaguely. Maybe something I've seen on 

at a willow tree gouged by the car 

telling the truth."’ Even the untrained eye could see the route the 

into the grove, and the results of the violent reverse into 
tree trunk. 


jJooked thoughtful. **I think I know what that footprint is. 
t....’" He rose to his feet. ‘‘We have to see Dr. Sin.” 


a smaller scale.”’ Sowell 
‘Looks like Joe Brewer 


‘ie 
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car. Sowell awerved to avoid the creature 


toward the approaching 
too late 
‘The patrol 


ear flew off the dirt road and into @ ditch 
“Deputy Dale, 1 that you?’ asked Dr. Sin, completely aghast 
“7m so embarrassed, | thought. ..."” She placed her weapon against 


the wall, 
“Where did you get that gun »* asked Dale 
me buck from buying It 1 do have a permit, you know.” 
“Who are your 


**] just ca 
head toward Banner 


Sin nodded her and Jones 

friends?” 
Banner stepped up t 
“You're Bruce Banner ; 


With the speed of a striking 
“| thought y 


Don't you make 


) offer his hand “Tm 
’ said Sin, with astonishment 
ack, Dale drew his pistol and 


diamondb: 
familiar!’’ he said 


pointed it at Banner ou looked 
“You're that Hulk guy any sudden moves! I’m plac- 
ing you under arrest S 

“Dale,”* said Sin in a mild, yet firm, tone “We have a larger 
problem than the Hulk, I think you know what | 

“How did you recognize me?’ Banner asked Sin 

“You spoke at my high school during my senior year I never 


forgot the speech—it was an important influence on my life. But now 


we have more important things to do,” 

" Banner nodded. *‘l see you've been attempting to reverse neuro- 

al damage induced by Hansen's Bacillus through the application 
a ne 9 


Sin replied. ‘‘I used a localized hormonal treatment 


i! a 


neurons to an embryonic, and therefore 
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‘Banner glared at his friend. Jones smiled and shrugged 

“Who supports your work?’’ Banner asked ; 

“The Department of Defense, Dr. Banner,"’ Sin said. ‘T worked 
at the Army Medical Labs in San Antonio, before | was forced out 
here.”” 

“And they tried to make your work into a weapon.” 

Sin shook her head. ‘‘No, 1 almost wish they had—it would have 
meant more funding. Everyone w anted to associate themselves with 
my project without doing any work. Then came those . . . jerks from 
the Veterans Administration. | had to escape out here to get any work 

“Why armadillos?”’ Jones asked 

“They are susceptible to leprosy, 

have litters consisting of genetically ider 

“Now for the fifty-thousand dollar question,” 

happened?” 

“Number Forty-two, a male, received standard tr 
gained at least seventy-seven percent sensation. Sometimes the treat 
ment results in an increase in size, usually of fifty to one hundred 

_ However, Forty-two kept growing 
very large when I decided to sacrifice him.”” 
_ “Sacrifice?’’ Jones asked. 
drew a well-manicured finger across her throat. 
o half of my subjects. Anyhow, three days ago I deci 
what went wrong with Forty-two. Unfortunately, when I opened 
m with... a solution, he knocked me aside and 


| started the treatments, he was about 1Wo" 
e 1, he was about the size of @ 


breed faster than primates, and 


atical specimens.” 
’ said Dale. *“What 


eatment, and re- 


and growing. He was.-- 


““T have to do 
ded I had 
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armadillo. We ran into it... . 80 to speak. Our car went into the ditch 
and the radio got smashed. We walked all the way.”” 

Flopping into a chair, Sowell groaned softly. “"I've got just one 
question for you, Pearl: How do we stop this thing?” 

The group slowly turned their heads to a suddenly uncomfortable 


Banner. 

Between Willot Creek and the scene of the truck accident was un- 
distinguished flatland, but the ground where the van was parked 
looked as if it had been excavated by a madman with a backhoe. 

Jones looked at the gouges etched in the soil. The fresher ones 

were wider than their predecessors. ‘What happened?” 

“There was a huge prairie dog town here,’’ Dale answered. The 

deputy looked at Dr. Sin, who had changed into jeans and sneakers 

‘*Armadillos are omnivores, but they prefer insects.’’ She shrugged. 

“Obviously, Forty-two was foraging for food.’ 

“Not just here,”’ said Sheriff Sowell. ‘*I talked to Ned Harris over 
the radio. Says something went through his chicken coop like a tor- 
nado,.”’ He sighed, then turned to glare at Banner. “J don’t like you, 
er, or that thing you turn into. If it was up to me, I'd have you 
away someplace where you'd never be able to harm another 


y for you, I’ve got a mutated armadillo running loose 
, and right now, that takes precedence over you and your 


d all ego.” 


these days, Sheriff,’’ Banner said softly. 
or a moment, then frowned. He dramatically 
them. “This place might not be a 

there are a lot of good people 
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absolutely necessary. But | do want to do whatever I can 


Sowell nodded. “I appreciate that. As for the Hulk's cooperation 
T'll crow that bridge after he shows up.” 

“Okay, poople,”” said Quartermain, yumping from the van. “Just 
to be on the safe side, 1 brought some toys.“’ He donned something 
that looked like a knapsack attached to a gigantic telescope *“This is 
a SLIME, or Shoulder Launching Integral Missile Engine It launches 
standard issue Smart Linked Ant Monster Missiles. or SLAMM 
These wire-guided missiles he displayed what looked like a rocket 
propelled grenade topped with a drill head are tipped with Single 
Composite Rotating Entry Warhead, or SCREW. Should go through 
an armadillo like a knife through butter 

"$0, Clay,"* Jones said, ‘‘do they actually pay somebody to come 
up with those dopey name» for military weapons, or do you stay up 
nights with a Scrabble set making “em up yourself? 

, Quartermain growled menacingly at the young man 

Dale turned to Banner Now. how do we get the Hulk out? Call 
names?" 

wait for the sun to set."” Banner pointed to the blood red orb 

below the horizon. *'I suggest you leave me alone. The Hulk 
what we want him to do, and he'll tell you if he agrees.’ 
ms returned to the van and waited for the transformation to 


furrowed ground and watched the sun sink lower 
he could feel the Hulk fighting for release, 


Moments later, the Hulk rose to his fect and stomped over to 
Va 

“Dr. Banner?” Sin gasped as he strode into view. 

“No.” said the Halk with a sly gna. ~“Better.”’ He climbed inside, 
stopping to stare at the elaborate weaponry that Quartermain wore 
“What're you supposed to be—a Transformer?” 

Quartermain snecred at him in silence 

Sheriff Sowell stepped up and cleared his throat. ““Do you remem- 
ber anything about what Banner and I discussed?” 

The Hulk glared at him fora moment. ““I'm not an idiot, Quickdraw 
McGraw—not anymore, at least. Talkin’ to that four-eyed pantywaist 
Banner is as good as talkin to me ’ He pointed a thick finger at 
Sowell. “Far as I'm concemed, you and your little slice 0° heaven 
can go twist in the wind for all I care.” His lips curled back in a 
snari. *“But | want a piece of Mr. Nine-bands—he made me look 
stupid last night. Nobody makes me look stupid.”” He glanced at Sin 
“You want it dead or alive, little lady “ 

“Alive, preferably,”” she said 

The Hulk grinned. *“No promises.’’ He turned to Jones. “Move it 
out, Jones—I got some payback to dole out.”’ 

Jones threw the van into gear 


Two miles from Willot Creek, and five from the Harris ranch, they 
found the monster's burrow. The van’s headlights illuminated the gar 
: mound of earth the armadillo had excavated. 

“He won't be there,” said Sin. ““He’s foraging now.” 
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a spotlight. The universal joint swiveled, pointing behind th 
‘The Hulk opened the door, and stepped out, followed b . 
p . y Jones 
Dale. The young man carried a weapon that looked like the king 
“of the bazookas, while the deputy carried an M-16. 

Pointing an oversized thumb at Sin, the Hulk said, ‘‘Sweetcakes 
says our buddy’s heading here, and he’s grew some... so to speak. 
We're talking school bus size, now.”’ 

Sowell said, ‘*How big will this thing get?”’ 

The beam picked out the beige monster, off in the distance. 

The Hulk turned to Rick. ‘‘Jones, put that thing away before you 
hurt yourself. Go and run things from the van. The rest of you,”’ he 
Said, pointing to Quartermain and Sowell, ‘‘stay put and outta my 
way.” Then, with a tremendous leap, he flew toward the monster. 


The Hulk landed in front of the startled creature and said, ‘Okay, 
roadkill, your shell is mine!”’ 

The creature stared stupidly at the Hulk, its beady eyes blank with 
incomprehension. 

The Hulk stared into the armadillo’s vacuous eyes, and realized 
‘that he was facing off against one of the stupidest creatures on earth. 
Just like that butt-ugly, green-skinned baboon I used to be, he 
ou; ht. Stupid and docile. Not a clue in his head. Well, those days 


gone. 
qulk his fist back. 


in ange,’’ Quartermain whispered. The armadillo—sent 
e of the Hulk’s punch—was projected in the cros- 
play. The SLIME beeped with the acquisition 
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The missile was now ‘“‘dumb,"" out of control, and flying towary 
the unsuspecting Hulk, who was running after the armadillo. 

A fireball briefly lit up the darkened prairie, for an instant framing 
the Hulk and his foe. Its roar was almost matched by a yell of indig. 
nant surprise from the Hulk. The armadillo gave an undignifieg 


jump straight up and landed on the Hulk. 


squawk and 
k bellowed. ‘‘You are so dead!" 


“‘Quartermain, you jerk!” the Hul 


Jones covered his face with his hands. That idiot Quartermain had 
to mess things up. 

“Ah,” said Sin, tapping the screen. ‘This is what I talked about 
Forty-two has jumped up and is fleeing the vicinity.” 

‘And the Hulk’s jumping here,”’ said Jones bleakly. The gray be- 
hemoth was headed in the opposite direction . . . toward the van. 

“Tm linking the spotlight to the triangulating sensors,”’ Sin said. 
“That way, we can follow its trajectory without—"” 

The van rocked violently as the Hulk touched down. 


“Now, Hulk, before you do anything rash. . . .’’ Jones heard Quar- 
termain say. 
in,’’ said the Hulk with quiet authority, ‘‘come here.” 


“It’s not my fault. They were shooting and the wire—"’ 
“Oh, great,”’ said Dale. ‘*Blame us!"’ 


a id Sin, pointing northward. “We have 
wre 
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je despite Quartermain’s murderous glare. The Hulk 
slashing he le nso 
$ 


jt took the Hulk four leaps to catch up to the armadillo. For some- 
thing that big, he thought, ir sure makes good time. He overtook the 
armadillo on the fifth leap, landing directly in its path. 

The Hulk braced himself for the impact of the creature bearing 
down on him. The armadillo’s paws flailed about as it skidded to an 
abrupt halt, stopping no more than two feet from the Hulk. Panting, 
the armadillo stood trembling on unsteady feet. 

“Had enough?”’ the Hulk said with a sneer. 

Number Forty-two gasped once for breath, then collapsed. After a 
few moments, its quivers stopped and the creature stiffened. 

The Hulk lifted the dead armadillo onto his shoulder and carried it 
back to the van. Everyone was waiting for him. 

“4 didn’t touch it,” the Hulk said defensively. *‘I just chased it and 
it dropped dead.’ He dumped the limp creature on the ground to prove 
his point. 

*‘| suppose * grew too big for its heart,” said Sin. ‘‘I’ll have to 
do an autopsy.” 

, ‘Sheriff Sowell said, ‘‘Dale will get the flatbed to take it to the meat 
1 ‘ in town.” He turned to the trio of adventurers. ‘‘Gentlemen, 
ank you for your help.”’ 

; welcome,”’ croaked Quartermain. It was apparent that the 
her “‘necklace’” given to him by the Hulk had irritated 
ing in obvious pain, the ex-agent glared at the gray 


Quartermain desperately wanted to forget this embarrassing fiasco, 
The sooner they got to Kansas. . - . 
Then he saw the billboard, advertising the newest product line from 
Texican Beverages: Armadillo Apple Juice Cocktails. A billboard 
complete with a monstrous cartoon armadillo, grinning idiotically. 


Quartermain floored the accelerator. 
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0). upon a time... 

Las Vegas was just a dream in the desert, a mirage built on a 
bedrock of bones and sanctified by spilled blood, Her birth was not 
an easy one, costing her father—a brutal, Hollywood-obsessed gang- 
ster—his life in the process, but she’s done well for an orphan, relying 
on the kindness of strangers and raking in an estimated twenty billion 
dollars a year. 

Now she sits like some devil in the wilderness, offering visions of 
wealth and promises of power. With over fifteen thousand miles of 
neon tubing, she is a glistening Circe that transforms the normally- 
prudent traveller into a high-stakes gambler. 

All told, Joe Fixit’s kinda gal. 

Las Vegas still has her looks, and if she no longer has her inno- 
cence, Fixit found she had other charms that more than compensated. 
For instance, even though some thirty million tourists flocked through 

_ these gaudy portals annually, none of them ever seemed to recognize 
: 


Joe. 


s not that Joe was an easy man to forget; in fact, his was one of 
known faces on the planet—good old-fashioned, high- 
are fuel. But Joe had recently undergone some radical 

he was a half-ton of emerald fury, a force as raw and 
1 earthquake, with little more intellect than either. 
1 Joe worked alone, when the world knew— 
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They call Las Vegas the eily that never sleeps, but then, edyy, 
nervous paranoia can do that to anyone And the Strip, never quicy, 
shook with increasing excitement as the night of the ex-champ'y 
comeback bout barreled closet The broadeast tucks Arrived fig, 
snaking miles of cable behind them, erecting lights and MIPCTOW aye 
towers —altars to the twin gods ot communication and commerce 

But Joe Fixit didn’t mind the distraction Hin quarters were high 
above the din of union laborers, and, although his suite afforded hin 
one of the most spectacular views of the city, he always kept hie 
blackout-curtains drawn tight against the desert sun, Along with his 
newfound identity, Fixit had developed a severe allergic reaction 

U,V. rays: they tended to turn him back into Robert Hruce Kanner, 

alias “Puny Banner,” the former brains of the outht 

But that wouldn't be a problem now, even without looking, Joe 
knew the sun had just sailed into a bank of clouds, like & gamblers 
coin falling into a waiting pocket 

“Pm on the clock,’’ he announced to Marlo, showgirl and some 
times companion. She understood: that was Fixit speak for her to get 
lost. They clung together like vampires shunning the daylight in his 
darkened suite, and now he no longer needed her, The night had come 
around again, and that was all he needed, The statuesque redhead had 

had many men desire her—and many more hate her because they 
never have her—but none had ever been indifferent 

‘Until now. Until Joe. It was this as much as anything that drew her 
ugly, angry, brutal, moody thug. He had potential, and she 
could change him, even though her friends all told het 
teal relationship, the other person has to really want 10 


to change .. . ever again. 
glow, the color of blood and gold, which 
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mirror, setting his hat—its brim as wide as a truck tj 

~so on his apish head. He allowed himself a slight smil i 
jooked more like a dog curling its lip to snarl, He could deans a 
up in two thousand dollar sharkskin suits, but beneath it iL naa 
still a predator, A Versace hammerhead. —_—— 
ere thought. **Y’ gotta love “em,”’ Joe said, finishing the 

“Well... thanks, Joe,’’ Marlo answered, smiling broadly. He 
hadn't noticed her standing behind him, modeling herself in thomin 
tor, “Sometimes I worry they’re not big enough.”’ 

For a man who had fought the likes of the Sub-Mariner and the 


Juggernaut to a standstill, it was surprisingly difficult for Joe to remain 
stone-faced as he headed down to the casino on his private elevator. 
But once he thought Marlo was well out of earshot, he let his sup- 
pressed laughter well up and burst forth in great, gasping whoops. 


Mike Berengetti ran a straight game. 
He bought the Coliseum Hotel and Casino and tried hard to provide 


wholesome family entertainment, but it sometimes felt like he was 


peddling Barney-the-Dinosaur sentiments in a Sam Peckinpah-based 


economy. ’ 
: an in a city built on filth and stacks of buried 


Keeping your shoes cle 
- was it cheap. Mike kept a squad of goons 


t easy, nor 
on Se payroll to turn trouble away from his door, 
trouble has a wa) of crashing the best party. 

‘ : in the form of Nick Cloot, 


rot urinate Wott 


necause he didn't play that game dda’ 


axit. Mike had found 
mobady played the ame better than Joe Fixit ; 
ase ™ ; "Joking like he'd been turned 


ide-out and had lost a0 acid fight. Mike brought him back to the 
hone) and promised Joc “the best food, best lodgings, best women, | 


best Clothes. everything , 
“What do | have to do for this?” the gray giant had asked, eyes 
maryowed doubtfully 7 

“Nothing. Just beat people up sometimes 

As far as Joe could see there was no dow nside to that arrangement 
And there hadn't been In an unusually loquacious moment, Joe told 
Berengesti, “You're the only one who's never betrayed me, Mike 
Yet 


In the hotel lobby. Joc passed Cloot—a young punk with long, tied- 
back seddish-blond hair—as the Maggia-man left the arena 
“Hey Joseph. when you gonna wise up and come work for a real 
wienes?” Cloot asked with mock-sincerity 
“Yeah, right, live that long,” Joe responded 
Cloot laughed. but it was a cold and empty sound, like dry heaves 
4 was just talking to your boss, telling him a bedtime story. Maybe 
you've heard it, “cause Berengett) sure hasn’t. It’s the story of the 
king and the red king and the white lady they fight for. Bvery 
id fight, and take turns dying. Well, it doesn’t take a genius 
is Vegas, and Mike is the green king and I'm the red.” 
palms-up, when he finished his parable. “Only 
is it to die?” 
Fixit answered in an apparent n0®- 
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made his Way down the stoping aisle to x 
the boxing ring. Mike looked away from diesen ee stood by 
mon hoisted the great row of klieg lights 4 , » het Ge 
rafters. place high into the 

“Joe,” he called, smiling broadly as Pixit approached, *‘Every- 
thing's just about ready here. How's my security?” 

Joe pulled a pained expression in response, 

“Okay, okay,” Mike threw up his hands in submission. Security 
was always good with Mr, Fixit on the job, 

“1 got Nelson, Murphy, Corbett, and Hodgson watching things in 
here while I guard the gate. Those clowns’ll watch anything that 
moves.’ Fixit leaned against the turnbuckle, looked back over the 
vast, empty arena. ‘‘Gonna be a lot of dead presidents floatin’ around 
here tomorrow night, Mike.”’ 

“I know, but I was thinkin’ I’d rather have you in here,” Berengetti 
replied. Joe began to protest, but Mike pressed on. ‘‘No, listen, I've 
thought about this: the gate’ll be pretty heavily guarded, and it'll be 
inside the money room, besides.” 

The money room was a small vault, accessible through only one 
doorway; the outer door, guarded by floor-to-ceiling steel bars, opened 
out onto the casino. The first door allowed the money carts entrance 
into the long corridor, from which point the carts would pass two 
more steel doors. To enter the third door, the first two outer doors 


hold 
Josed and locked. Not only would the money room 
I cccipes, put the cash from the exorbitant room rentals and 
—than-usual gambling, as well. 
ad the workers bolt the lighting harness to the catwalk 
“pid I wake up on the moon this morning? Be- 
having some trouble with the local dialect—" 
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“What trouble are you expecting?” Fixit asked, and there 2 te 
first hint of suspicion in his voice. 

Above them, the workmen were having trouble threading the bolts 
into the locking rings securing the heavy lights. Joe watched their 
struggle without much interest for a moment, then looked back down 
at his employer. 

““Let’s face it, Joe—there hasn't been this much cash ridin’ on g 
match since I took that paternity test,’’ Berengetti continued, “‘and 
where there’s this much money to be made quick, there's bound to 
be a lot of underworld figures—"’ 

“What, like Cerberus and Charon?’’ Fixit asked, deadpan. 

Mike considered a moment before answering. ‘‘I don’t know them 
Must be east coast muscle. But you get that many slapheads in one 
room, bettin’ that kind of dough, there’s sure to be some kind of 
personality clashes. Most of these guys do not work and play well 
with others. And how's that gonna play in Peoria?”’ 

“Works great for Jerry Springer,’ Joe answered. ‘*Look, Mike, I 
really think—"’ 

“T don’t pay you to think, you big ape, I pay you to listen, and if 
I say you're gonna work this room, then—’’ 

Joe's arm pistoned out over Mike’s head. Berengetti had forgotten 
just how fast the big man could move, and he was sure he was dead, 
sure he had pushed Fixit too far. What did he really know about the 


jut Joe Fixit was not reaching for Mike. He had seen the lighting 
a ple from the gantry and plummet toward the casino 
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. joo Vinit had spent the last hour sitting in the hotel by, 
Bivis—all three of hiti—to invest in Pixit’s by a trying to 
clinic, He had already sold the Sun Sheoeil pH atnsrial 
and the Vegi» Elvis on the idea, but the middle yoried hele wag 
hurder sell. vo 
“Lok, it's a scary enough procedure to start with,’ Fixit argued 
“but what if we could do it with a little panache? I'm smilin pine 
thinkin’ about if Makes me wish | could have a heart attack.’’ He 
fed to a small ceramic bowl set on the bar next to Vegas-Elvis 
“Pass the pork rinds, the extra-salty ones 
See?’ Joe said, munching on a fistful of the greasy, fried food 
“I'm workin’ on a coronary, right now 
*] see what you're sayin’, son,”’ Sun-Elvis said eagerly. ‘*Put on 
4 little show, make the people forget what they’re so scared of.”” 
“T like it,"’ Vegas-Elvis slurred. ‘‘Maybe dress the doctors ‘n’ 


nurses up like clowns. Everybody loves a clown,” 

“Sure, in the circus,’ middle-years Elvis countered. ‘‘But would 
they be so happy to have that clown turn up on their doorstep at 
midnight, with blood on his hands?”’ 

No one answered; there was only silence as deep and still as quarry 

water, 

“Ah, forget it,’ Joe said, finally breaking the stillness. ““You guys 

9 imagination, that’s your problem.” 

. ‘magination?”’ Vegas-Elvis parroted, then laughed until his 

was the color of a plum. “Tha’s a good’ un. Son, if I didn’ have 

ination, could I’ve faked m’own death, then hid out here, 

yme nobody impersonatin’ me?” 

d him with an airy wave of his big hand. “‘Yeah, 
¢ en invent the wheel?” he said. “Half 

C ” 
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nightclub heckler. How long do you think you'll stay dead if the pay- 
per-view cameras get a good shot of your mug when you're guarding 
the arena? You can just bet that brick-headed Ben Grimm will be 
watching the fight, and maybe that pretty-boy Hercules, and they can't 
help but recognize you. . - - 

‘* pressure was too much,’’ Vegas-Elvis was ranting. ‘‘Every- 
body wants too much, fans, lawyers, the C ‘olonel—"’ 

“You guys are lucky,” Fixit growled. ‘You only had a colonel 
bustin’ your hump. I had a major and a general houndin’ me.” 

A commotion near the entrance of the bar caught Fixit’s attention— 
he always sat facing the doorway of any room he occupied—and he 
glanced up to see the ex-champ and his coterie enter, more for the 
sensation it would cause than for any real want of a drink. Of course, 
it worked. The ex-champ was news, wherever he went. He had spent 
five long years in prison for assault charges, and was stripped of his 
title as a result. But now he was out, ready to fight the current reigning 
heavyweight world champion to reclaim his old title. To restore his 
identity. 

Looks like a smaller, dumber version of me, Joe complained to 
himself. Thought I buried all those. He shoved back his chair and 
stood. 

“Now, don’ be doin’ nothin’ rash, son,’’ middle-years Elvis cau- 
tioned, spotting the look in Joe’s eyes. 

“Do I look like a guy who'd pick a fight with some thyroidal 
oron,’’ Joe responded, ‘‘just to make a testosterone-driven point, 
I'm the strongest one there is?”’ He turned and strode across the 
before the three ages of Elvis could answer. 
champ turned at Fixit’s approach, and his eyes widened 
i r . For tense, gunslinger-moments, the 
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host was 807 wide if seemed his face would split in half, “w, 
wanted an autogtaph, you should’a just said sot’ 

fixit sighed und watched helplessly as the man signed a bar napki 
in big, loopy first-grade letters ms 

Nobody in Vegas has a sense of humor, Joe thought glumly. Escape 
maybe Siegfried and Roy. Or Carrot-Top ; 

“Thank yuh,” Joe said in a creditable Elvis voice as he accepted 
the napkin, ‘Thank yuh ver’ much.”’ 

Clearly pleased with his own act of kindness, the ex-champ nodded 


ell, if you 


politely at Joe, then turned on his heel and left the bar, entourage in 
tow, 

Joe weighted the autographed napkin down with a fistful of loose 
change and pitched the wadded ball into the huge, central fountain of 
the Coliseum, As he did, he made a wish that the ex-champ would 
get his head torn off during the first round, and some kid would catch 
it and take it home for a souvenir. 

Joe had a nagging suspicion this wasn’t likely to happen, but that 
was okay. Joe Fixit was an easygoing type of guy, and if even half 
of his wish came true, he would be pleased. 

Fixit stood by the wishing pond, watching the central plume of 
Silvery water spray and fall, sparkling like dimes. At last he turned 
from the pool, and as he did, he glanced across the lobby, through 
windows fronting the hotel. On the turnaround, where the 
of the rich and infamous were parked, a conversation be- 
ffeurs for Wilson Fisk and Justin Hammer was growing 
ng on the likelihood that someone would soon come 
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made his way up the grand stairease, even as Fixit was hitting the 
asphalt out front. 


“Run for your lives, the cretin dam has burst!"’ Fixit eried to him 
self in mock terror, He stood watching from his suite, as the movers 
and shakers began to arrive early for that night’s big event, The Vegas 
Strip had been reduced to litte more than a mile-long parking lot, 
cars clogging the streets like cholesterol blocking arteries. 

The sun was westering, throwing long, bruise-like shadows toward 
the sullen east, but even this failing light was anathema to Fixit, He 
had bundled up in layers of dark, heavy clothing, a leather greatcoat, 
gloves, a slouch hat jammed low over his protruding brow, a scarf 
wound up to the tip of his nose, and mirrored glasses. He felt like a 
bad impression of Howard Hughes, standing away and above and 
apart. 

Berengetti had buzzed for Joe several minutes earlier, and again as 
Fixit stood watching the arrivals. He would have to go down soon. 

The buzzer sounded again, insistently and impatiently, and Fixit 
crossed to his private elevator, and descended to the lobby, 


The guest in Room 541 rose late and ordered a breakfast big enough 
to feed a family of bears and lumberjacks: ten steaks, a pound of fried 
potatoes, a henhouse full of scrambled eggs, a loaf of toasted cinna- 
mon bread slathered with a tub of warm butter, and gallons of hot, 

lack coffee. There was some discussion at the front desk as to the 
's identity, and whether there was really only one occupant in 
. The bellboy, trying to impress Rose, the pretty new girl in 
ping, boasted that he would find out. He would have tweaked 
d nose if that’s what it took to impress Rose. 
ered here, and the voice that answered the 
m to leave breakfast outside the door. The 
‘the cor . hoping 
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conversation that might be taking place between the mystery guest 
and his supposed roommates. But the sounds that greeted him were 
not those of humans speaking. 

They were more like those made by a great beast, tearing into its 


prey: 


Fixit stood well back from the spectators in the arena, hidden in 
deep pools of shadow from which vantage point he could oversee the 
entire room. The arena was packed but orderly; the real problems, Joe 
suspected, would come after the fight, when the mob boys reneged 
on bets, and their systems were so awash with adrenaline tsunamis 
that eighteen rounds of violence would just be a prelude to the real 
bloodshed that would follow. 

His gaze roamed the room, flicking from face to face. Fortunato. 
Wilson Fisk. Hammerhead. Big Max Calvada. Justin Hammer. A reg- 
ular who’s who of underworld figures. 

Well, Joe thought, as long as they don’t go makin’ any trouble, 
we'll all get along just fine. A regular underworld Woodstock of 
peace, love and harmony. 

Joe headed backstage and sought out Marlo, watching as she ad- 

her card-girl uniform for the hundredth time. This was her big 


moment, she might be discovered, and Joe thought it was funny how 


tt same word could have two entirely different meanings to two 


lights dimmed and the kliegs over the ring came up, full 
pots carefully placed around the arena erupted in a 
and smoke, increasing the excitement. An 


a circuit was completed and the 
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ony the former heavyweight champion generated when he entered the 
ring. ‘And here to regain his former world heavyweight titles, James 
“the Machine’ Mallon!”” 

Fixit remembered his earlier wish regarding the Machine and man- 
aged a smile when he spotted a kid sitting at ringside. 

But the smile didn’t last long. Even above the sound of thunderous 
applause, he could hear heavy. rhythmic footfalls, like the beating of 
some monstrous heart, and the brief, chattering admonition of gunfire 
_. and the unnatural stillness that followed. 

Joe understood the sounds for exactly what they were: you couldn't 
live your life as he had and not recognize the sounds of trouble. Some- 
one big and with an obvious immunity to lead was using the deafening 
din of the fight to cover 4 brazen robbery attempt. 

“Sorry, Mike, not my table,’’ Fixit murmured to himself, mentally 
matching the cry of tortured steel to the bars guarding the money room 
being ripped apart. ““You wanted me to keep an eye out for trouble 
in here . .. remember?” 

An image of Mike Berengetti appeared in his mind’s eye. 

You’re the only one who's never betrayed me, Mike, Fixit thought. 

“The others can handle it,” Joe replied to the vision. ““They can 

.. awww, nuts.”” 

No, they couldn’t handle something like this. That was why Mike 
had Joe. Fixit moved up the aisle in great, scissoring strides, shoul- 
_ dering the arena doors open. 

Bg) The grand lobby was a shambles, as if housekeeping hadn’t cleaned 
\ after Armageddon. An army of security guards and Berengetti’s 

scers were littered about, broken and unconscious: The 
knew it must, to the money room. The outer 
d apart like warm taffy, and the massive inner security 

; from their hinges. The thief, whoever he 
ult loading up on the take from the gale 
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Seemerae @e inney room bowed outward, Ihe he pow 
gap. 20d exploded in a shows of concrete and steel. At the core of 
fee explosion, burtling through the breach straight at Fixit, was the 


“Well, at least have your complimentary mint,’ Fixit said, non- 
and slammed his gloved fist into the charging Rhino’s mouth. 
“Or is it bad for your teeth?”” 

But the Rhino shook it off, lowered his horned head like his name- 
sake, and plowed on faster than Fixit could react, slamming the gray- 
skinned enforcer across the room and into the casino. Despite his 

size—as big as Joe Fixit had been when he was the Hulk— 
and the addition of plated armor to his outfit, the Rhino was quicker 
than flowing blood, his augmented strength an equal to Fixit’s, and 
the upper-levels of his stamina thus far unreached. 

Fixit disengaged himself from the tangle of slot machines he had 
been thrown into and flung them like pebbles at the Rhino, who had 
already turned to flee with the loot. The Rhino stopped and turned. 
There was more to this gorilla than he first thought. 

At the same time, Fixit flexed his mighty leg muscles and propelled 
himself across the room, driving the Rhino back through the marble 
retaining wall of the great fountain. Thousands of gallons of water 
and countless wishes instantly erupted forth, smashing through the 
lobby like a giant fist, shoving potted melaleuca shrubs ahead of it. 
force of the wave banged open the arena doors and water and 
the shrubs thumped against the back of Mike’s seat and he 
00 . “What the—?”’ he growled, and turned to look for 
Ot in’t see him, but he had no doubt as to where he 

oases aisle, eyes widening in astonish- 


rat ULTIMATE MUU 


“My lobby!" Mike's litany of financial ruin escalated, "My foyp, 
tain!” He stopped, his peripheral vision showing him something tye 
didn’t want to see head-on, but which he nevertheless couldn't aveig 
looking at. Berengetti's head snapped sound in cartoon-like fashion 
and his jaw unhinged “My money!’ he wailed, and reeled and 
clutched at his chest *Augh, my heart!” 

The crowd had swollen, joined by spectators from other casines, 
washing out onto the Strip to wale h what looked to be the true match 
of the century. Berengett!, evel the showman, did a quick head count 
estimated how much he could have made if he'd been able to control 
the rights to this battle instead of letting 1 degenerate into a super 
powered, bare knuckle street brawl, and felt his stomach roil with bile 
and regret 

“What's your game?"’ Rhino snarled. Fixit's bulky clothing had 
been shredded in the fight, and he stood revealed and recognized 
“When'd the Hulk become a Vegas legbreaker?’’ 

“Las Vegas!"’ Fixit snapped He grabbed the Rhino's horn and 
wmbled to his back, dragging the Rhino down with him. Joe lifted 
his legs, planted his feet square in the Rhino’s gut, and flipped him 
over, slamming his foe back through the side of a gridlocked bus 

Joe leapt up into the breach. The stunned passengers could only 
watch with growing trepidation as another lumbering man-mountain 
_ boarded their chartered bus. 

aixit’s eyes scanned the dark bus interior for the Rhino. He found 
the front, holding one of the passengers before him like 4 
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fhe Rhine was able to dryguleh Him we doe stepqued 
Couglr all guard, PVM had ne fie be Sandi iyo 
blow after blow to the hack of the foreves “te Mier 
pve waited a long (ine for this!” the shine oa ~ 
great, hollowing seizures of laupliter I ve weed hs poy 
for all the Hines you beat me——humiliated me! fur ant ae 
r why you're hidin’ out here? "Cauwe you wnt vy 
Mixit groaned blood Howing freely frm te 


easy! by tha 
vK-keop up 
pose and the corer 
What's the matter, Joe! 
Quit waltz’ with this bum and 
“That big ape yours?” Vortunate ake d Mile 
that he was “Care to make a Little 
make things interesting’ ; 
“That's my money they lr 
porting to the overflowing bags 
enough already for me?" 
“You never knocked me down hornbead,”” Frxit said, smiling 
through smashed lips rocked me down 
The Rhino understood w 
‘had been given was now over, his 


used the time to flee the scene instead of £ 
Unfortunately for the costumed 
strong as a rhino, but about as smart as one, too 
‘aware they had drawn @ huge crowd, that It was just @ 
[time before someone recognized him of the Rhino called 
; to hear. He had to change the vende 


s of his mouth in a sanguine tnitnatary 

Mike yelled from somewhere me attry 
pel my money hack! 

ind Mike allowed 
just Wo 


wager on (he oulconie 


Mike snapped bat - 


fightin over 
Ain't it intercon 


near the Rhino 


“You never kr 
ith those words ver free ride he 


advantage gone He knew he should 
iving in to old anger 
{ criminal, he wae 


that whate 
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lision. They were quickly carried out of view of the gathered crowg, 
Jost into the desert night. 

And now, Fixit did allow himself a genuine smile as he gave him. 
self totally over to his anger. There was no one to see him, and no 
one to guess his secret. 

Fixit uprooted a cactus with one hand, and with the other, squeezed 
it like a tube of toothpaste. The enormous pressure caused the quills 
to squirt out like thousands of flensing knives at the Rhino. The nee- 
dies couldn't penetrate the thug’s armored hide, but several did burrow 
into the exposed flesh of his face. 

Half-blind with pain and rage, the Rhino lowered his head and 
bulleted toward Fixit, coming down like a judgment. He had room to 
maneuver now and build up irresistable momentum, perhaps enough 
to gut even Joe Fixit... if his horn had just connected. 

Fixit sidestepped at the last moment, gripping Rhino's horn and 
jerking it down, where it plowed into the hardpan, burying itself— 
and the Rhino’s head—deep in the earth. 

“Maybe you should consider changing your name to the Rhinos- 
trich,”’ Joe suggested, helpfully. 

*What’s your angle?’’ Rhino cried, wrenching himself free from 
the stony ground. ‘You can still scrap, so why’re you hidin’ out 
here’?!”’ 

“Guess I was just born to boogie,”’ Fixit answered simply. 
og Rhino rose to his feet, and paused. The corners of his mouth 
d, tugging themselves into a grin, bowing finally into a smile, 
by a guffaw. “‘That’s pretty good!’’ he said with a laugh. 

yOu, Hulkie, I really do!” 

studying his enemy for any sign of duplicity; 
yone. ‘You got it?” Joe asked, a little taken 
id as the Rhino would understand bis 
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sak dows OR A houlder nearby, and indicated Fixit should d 
abe same, The gray-skinned enforcer hesitated, then joined his ene z 
Go" the seed said slowly, ‘Why exactly are we fightin’ a 
lie it’s because you're tryin’ to steal my boss's mone 
“You have a problem with short-term memory?’ = 
“Yeah, | know how come, but why? | was s’posed to give the 
to Cloot—" 
“Nick Cloot?” 
“Yeah,”* the Rhino said 


“] was s"posed to steal the money, then 


tear the arena up in front of the TV cameras, make it look like Ber- 
was in deep to one of the east coast bosses and this was pay- 
back. Execute his reputation on live rV, and get a gangwar goin’ 
oipegan Berengettt and the coast Afterward, Cloot’d give me my 
eut.”” The armored crook de spondently shook his head. ‘Anyway, 
why are we fightin’ for somebody else's money? Let's just you a 
me split it, okay? | mean, what do guys like us owe people like them? 
Vhat’d they ever do for us? 
hh overhead, and somewhere iv 


of police search helicopters, 
ugh the desert darkness, like questions seeking answers. 
e don't have much time,” Rhino said, standing, reaching for 


“What do you say? Can 1 walk?” 
even in the f 


id. “*On whether you 


they could hear the 


) the distance, 
hts punching 


their powerful lig 


? Fixit said, His face, raint, garish 


: Vegas. was terrible to beho 
51 » 


Who was it?” 
Joe shook his head. “Don’t know. He didn’t say.” 

“Well, it doesn’t matter. as long as you got my money 
Mike studied the unusual hangdog expression on Joe’s face; an 
sual expression for a winner, and especially unusual for Joe, since h 
never lost. ‘You did get it back, didn’t you? Tell me you got it back, 


you big, dumb ape!”” 
“7 can’t,” Fixit replied softly, his head hanging low, chin nearly 
butt kicked.” 


resting on his barrel chest. “‘I got my 
Mike’s jaw worked and he tried to speak, managing only air and 


vowel sounds. 
“Qh, and by the way, I'm fine, thanks for asking,” Joe added, ‘ 


somewhat petulantly, and turned from the room. Mike deflated into 


the chair behind his desk. 
“Lost ... my money?” he repeate 
if by phonetics, but could seem to ma 


reread 
‘ 


Joe Fixit took a long, hot bath in his Jacuzzi, then crawled between — 
silken sheets just as dawn added her glow to the city’s own clownish 4 
makeup. And then he was asleep in a matter of moments. i 

ffed 


d. He could say the words, as 
ke no sense of them. “Lost it 


He slept easily and deeply, without dreams, on @ mattress Stu! 
with twice-stolen money. 
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work, my life, is all with the sick—but i sickne: 
" . the sick and their si 

me to thoughts which, perhaps, 1 might not pa a . 
| ’ 
—Dr. Oliver Sacks 


July 8/Reno, Nevada 
3:27 P.M. 


a got him. Let’s hope I can save him this time. 

Six months after the world thought the Hulk dead, I’ve finally 
tracked him down in Reno, Nevada. Once Tiboldt and I made it to 
Reno, it was typically easy to find the Hulk—merely a matter of 
following the path of destruction from Rick Jones’s house. But this 
time, the trail was surprisingly short. 

Even I was surprised at what we found at the end. In my time as 
he Hulk’s friend, enemy, and occasional psychotherapist, I have seen 
in several forms. But never like this. Kneeling amidst street 
kage was a shambling, deformed composite of three bodies: Ban- 
form, combined with the green-and-gray musculature of 
ated alter egos. 
st thing I heard from the creature was Banner’s voice, after 
eled back as if struck, and fell unconscious, changing com- 


n of Bruce Banner. 
tion: “Banner is the strongest one there Is. ‘ 


esis, For his sake, I hope it does. 


— 
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For expediency’s sake, I've taken Bruce to St. Vinton’s of Deane, 
the closest hospital outside Reno city limits. I had to do some faney 
footwork, admittedly. But being a world-renowned psychiatris/phe- 


nomenologist has its perks. 
It was a simple matter to contact the head of the psychology de- 


partment, Dr. Joe! Messner, and tell him the following story: That | 
was working on an important, high-security experiment in the area, | 
required bed space, office space, and complete confidentiality for my- 
self, my patient, and Tiboldt, In return, | offered, | would be happy 
to credit the hospital as the place for my studies in the published work. 
Messner agreed and allowed us space in a secure wing of the facility. 
I'm not entirely certain I can trust him, but by the time he becomes 
a problem, | hope to be done and gone. 

After setting up Bruce in his room, he brought me up to speed on 
what's happened since we last met. The fact that Bruce is currently 
the controlling influence will allow us entree into Bruce’s psyche. 
Now Tiboldt and I can begin work. The sooner the better, I believe, 
before we’ve blown our window of accessibility. 

Bruce is exhausted from today’s ordeal. We’ll begin in the morning. 
This gives me this evening to prepare. 

First, a few points of reference: 

Everything I have learned about the Hulk has led me to believe 
th at he is a creature of not only separate personalities, but personas, 
} d all the more by the drastic physical changes associated with 

The control personality, Bruce Banner, is the original, the 
be affected by gamma radiation as the result of a treach- 

onundrum. Another, universally known as the Hulk, is 
|, half-ton monster of pure muscle, pure power, pure 

rage. The third personality—actually the second by 

for some time until recently—calls himself 

ot nearly as massive as the Hulk, but 
and subversive demeanor to be 
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) gure recent studies have led me to believe that the Hulk and Joe Fixit 
were not created by the gamma bomb, but by Banner himself. 

Tits would explain why I and others like me have attempted, 
ah mo lasting success. to “‘cure’’ Banner by addressing solely the 
gemma energy that Banner harbors. Banner's recent breakdown 
fends me to believe that there are more ingrained issues that must 
be addressed in order to help him. If I can approach Banner through 
@uodem psychiatric means. | may be able to address his multiple 


personalities and, in so doing, cure him in a lasting, permanent 


{ Mi tias Occurred to me that | have not yet mentioned the true identity 
gf Tiboldt in my notes. Maynard Tiboldt is a specialist I have recruited 
| whelp me in my analysis-r i endeavors. He may be better known 

faethe Rimemaster. the leader of the infamous Circus of Crime that 


fhypnotist with a proven record of being able to hypnotize su- 
€ven one as powerful as the Hulk. By pulling a few 
like yanking, actually—I had him released from jail on 


ro 


a 
Toe UETINATE MULE 
“work. A bit of a weasel. It's amazing how many I've encountered in 
"I the psychiatric community who take me for a fool because of my 


Going back over my notes to confirm my starting point today, 
Gamma radiation at the level Bruce received has one of two effects 
to the human body: fatal cellular decomposition (¢.g., Cancer), or su- 
per-human-level mutation. Of the latter cases, it can increase their 
intellect dramatically, as it did Bruce's long-standing enemy the 
Leader. For others, such as the Abomination or myself, it increases 
their physical strength while leaving their intellect intact. All of 
the latter group's cases are similar in that while the gamma radiation’s 
effects range on the bizarre, they are typically wholly trans- 
formative. 

Neither the Abomination nor I have ever “‘changed back.’’ The 
Leader reverted to his normal human form only when he lost 
his cellular gamma stores. Banner, however, changes constantly— 
three different bodies, no less. In addition, each form carries a separate 

personality. 1 believe the key to his problem is Multiple Personality 
Disorder. 

In a standard Multiple Personality Disorder case, the mind uses 
certain methods to physically establish its various alternate personal- 
ities, or “‘alters.’’ Usually, these bodily changes are limited to de- 
creased or increased eyesight, coordination, nervous tics, etc. Banner's 

gamma-irradiated cells take this lead from these multiple personalities 
10 instigate wholesale physiological changes. Hence, the root of 
's problem lies not in the gamma radiation (as I had believed 
years), but in Bruce’s mind. I believe that Banner’s psyche 
who have taken advantage of the gamma radia- 
forms for themselves. 
luable with the means of analysis | will 


of both. 
Tiboldt and | will start later this morning, with the Hulk alter as 


our first subject. J 
July 9/St. Vinton’s L¢ 
9:00 A.M. € 
INTERVIEW #1: HULK 
a 
{AUDIO TRANSCRIPT] 2 
a 
SAMSON: Hulk, do you know what a memory is? ¢ 
r. 
_ 
HULK: Me-mo-ree? 
a 
g 


SAMSON: Yes. Here's an example: Let’s say you pet a pretty 
bunny this morning . . - 


SAMSON: 


SAMSON: 


"ln. hoe yon ching coete eae 


And were you left alone? 


ear 


Huh? Of course, Hulk is thinking about it! 


Good! That's a memory—when you think about some. 
thing you did before! 


Oh. 


Now Hulk, I'm going to ask you an important question 
What's your first memory? 


Huh? 


Hulk .. . what's the very first thing you ever thought. In 
your head 


Hulk want to be left alone 
Very well. We can continue this 


No! First memory. Hulk want to be left alone 


HULK: Where are you keeping bunny from Hulk? 


July 9/St. Vinton’s 
11:30 A.M. 


it was at this point that I made a mental note to edit the Hulk’s 
audio transcripts. Suffice to say that Hulk’s thought process seems to 
be centered around the following: ‘‘Hulk Just Wants to Be Left 
Alone’’; ‘‘Hulk Hates Soldiers’; ‘‘Soldiers Always Use Guns’’; and 
“Hulk Smash.’’ Oh, and ‘‘Hulk Likes Bunnies.’’ John Steinbeck, eat 
your heart out. 

However, as maddeningly circular as this first session turned out, 
it did reveal several important points. Most important, though not 
noted in the transcript, the Hulk does not seem to share any memory 
with his other two personalities. Hulk has no memories—no matter 
how rudimentary—of any of Bruce Banner or en Fixit’s experiences. 

i istinctly separate person ; 
peeing ei vane a being without remorse for the targets 
of his devastating power. Unsurprising for the Hulk, but surprising 

when applied to a scientist who suffered constant derision from his 
‘lovers for his pacifist leanings. 


hate => 
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BANNER: Leonard, I just want to say, before we begin, that I ap. 
preciate all you've done. Thank you for all your help. 


SAMSON: Don’t thank me yet, Bruce. Let’s lick this thing first, 
Are you ready to begin? 


BANNER: <deep breath> Let's. 
SAMSON: I thought we might start with your parents. 


BANNER: Oh, come on, Leonard. You're not dealing with an am- 
ateur. You’re not actually going to start with ‘“‘tell me 
about your mother,’’ are you? 


SAMSON: Humor me, Bruce. Just think of it as a way for us to 
start the dialogue. 


BANNER: <sigh> All right...My mother was... well, she was 
beautiful. And kind, and gentle, compassionate . . . She 
took care of me, until my father hired Nurse Meachum 
... Who barely paid attention to me, wouldn’t hold me 
when I cried, left me wet for hours... Last I heard, 
she’d moved to South Carolina to live with some sister 
of hers who made her pay— 


SAMSON: Bruce. 
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Do you see Betty as being under the same kind of haz- 
ard? 


No. I suppose not. 


Well, what sort of similarities do you see between— 


Leonard .. . I’m eternally grateful that you're helping 
me. You've been tireless in your efforts to try to cure 
me of the Hulk...1 also realize that we're closer to 
accomplishing that goal than we've ever been. But 


please . . . I don’t want to talk about Betty. 


but I'd prefer that we 


Bnuce. I don’t mean to press, 
m sure you'd agree 


didn’t hold anything back now. I’ 
that too much is riding on this. 


t want to talk about Betty .. . with you 


ji | Tot ULTIMATE MUL 


It’s a failing, Sometimes 1 can’t help but dwell in the 
past 


<pause> 


BANNER: _ I guess that's why I’m seeing a shrink, <short chuckle> 


July YSt. Vinton’s 
4:00 P.M. 

The balance of my session with Bruce, though lengthy, unearthed 
little. As is wont to happen in many standard thera! 
and I went around a vanety of subjects a few times. We reaffirmed 
that Bruce shares no memories with the Hulk or Joe Fixit. This came 
of his ‘‘waking up” 


py sessions, Bruce 


as no surprise, as Bruce has often related stories 
somewhere, quickly discovering that immense amounts of damage had 
" been caused by one of his alters 
Bruce was consistently quick to avoid subjects involving his father. 
don’t find this much of a surprise, given his history: His father, Brian 
aner, constantly abused both wife and child. Then, when Rebecca 
nk "attempted to take Bruce and leave her husband for good, he 
ered he in a fit of anger. Bruce learned to fear anger at an early 
ut for Bruce to avoid this painful subject. What did 
the way he did it initially—by using the subject of 
mst me. It’s true that an infatuation I harbored for 
© in my attempts to cure Banner of the 
and I've proved my dedication (© 


; and intelligence level would imply that he 
| Gest alter to make its post-gamma-bomb appearance— 
creature with much of the later Hulk’s raw power 

this aaiveté. Hyde to Banner's Jekyll. Fixit had become 
e * or “control personality”’ for several months culminating 
t's six months in Las Vegas. This was the most recent 
y length of time one of Banner's alters had maintained 


your) 


You look # Vitle nervous, Doe, Don't be, TI bet there 
wt a serving of fave beans and ehiant in this whole 


ous in the lenst, Joe, May 1 call you Joe? 


Hine Viel. How you doing, Maynard? 
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As a matter of fact, it's vastly improved, as you shoulg 
plainly— 


Maynard. Please. He’s taunting you. Fixit, I'd appreciate 
it if we kept the conversation between you and I. 


FIXIT: You're the shrink. I’m just here on a group discount. 

SAMSON: Fixit, how old are you? 

FIXIT: Ooh. A straight shooter. I like that. Roughly twenty-five 
years, more or less, Doc. Y'know, the gamma bomb ex- 


plosion. Hell of a birth. 


SAMSON: That's curious. The gamma bomb explosion wasn’t 
nearly that long ago. 


Oh. Must’ve miscounted. Oops. Got any more fascinat- 
ing questions? 


Let’s try this one: What's your first memory? 


Jeez. My very first memory? Tough one, Doc. I was 
such a widdle bitty Hulk at the time— 


you going to answer the question? 


t, I must admit. Let's see. It must 
‘I had Susan Jacobson in my 
and I was just 


- Do we have to” 


Hey. Maynard—rough guess, over the years, how many 
of your bones you think I've broken? 


re to talk about Maynard 


SAMSON: Fixit, we're not he: 


FIXIT: I thought you wanted to 
Lenny—I'll talk sports, 
questions you want To be 
1 get to be without my roomm 
lay "em on me. You don’t like my answers, 2 
But don’t waste my ume with this touchy-feely crap 


Capisce? 


change the subject! Look, 
(ll answer whatever stupid 
honest, I welcome any chance 
ates. You got questions, 
© screw 


y 9/St. Vinton’s 
P.M. 


rs of playing the straight man 


‘That was an ordeal. Three hou 
ario for a 


sve vaudeville sketch. Not a pleasant scen 


one. Fixit’s crack about being born twenty-five 
at college age—the same 
ps there are 
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the Circus of Crime that played the small towns for years. Asked me 
how dare I bring a known criminal into his hospital. I explained to 
him that Tiboldt was on loan from a correctional institute, helping me 
on a goodwill program. I assured him that neither Messner nor the 
hospital had anything to fear from him. 

Fortunately, my explanation placated him sufficiently. He reluc- 
tantly conceded and left with one eyebrow raised. I stifled the urge to 
lower it for him. 


July 10/St. Vinton’s 
11:00 P.M. 


A breakthrough. A major breakthrough, I think. Dreading another 
question-and-answer exchange with the Hulk, I decided on using the 
Frohmin photo exercise—a means of coaxing identifications by using 
a series of photos. The Frohmin is a newer test, usually used to gauge 
media saturation in preschoolers. It’s generally used as a simple, im- 
“mediate means to illicit response, measure recognition, and analyze a 
 child’s naming rituals. I felt pictures might be a potent way to com- 
fe with the Hulk. 
scription follows. I’ve added notes throughout. 
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Horn-head. Hulk always wins. Hulk likes to smash 


Horn-head. Horn-head is 
8 weak. 
ee foe Hulk to smash, ak. But he always comes 


SAMSON: | sce. 
HULK: Hulk is strongest one there is. 
SAMSON: Yes, | know. 


This exchange revealed a fascinating detail: Though the more vi- 
olent and simplistic aspects of his nature are still obvious, the Hulk 
also exhibits a comprehension of relationships and more importantly, 
the ability to reflect on them. The simple comment that in some way 
the Hulk actually ‘‘likes’’ one of his most consistent enemies reveals 
previously unrecorded depth—even if his reason 1s that he likes to 
brutalize and dominate the person 1n question. Could this imply a 
trickling-over of consciousness from Bruce—or Fixit? 

Bruce Banner's assistant the day of the 


3: Igor Kaledovich, 
fateful gamma blast.] 


Hulk not know. 


don’t recognize him? 
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double-agent who posed as Bruce’s assistant, and by whose treachery 
Bruce stumbled onto the gamma bomb test that turned him into the 
Hulk. Arguably, the man in this photo is responsible for the single 
most tragic moment in Bruce Banner's life. And yet, the Hulk shows 
barely a spark of recognition of him. This reinforces for me that Ban- 
ner and the Hulk do not have a shared memory, and therefore have 
distinctly separate personalities. Made a note to explore this further 
with Fixit. 


[photo 4: myself] 
HULK: Huh. Is Green-hair. Is you. 


SAMSON: Very good, Hulk. And what do you think of the person 
in this picture? 


HULK: Hulk likes Green-hair. Hulk knows Green-hair helps 
Hulk. But sometimes Green-hair tries to hurt Hulk. 


How does Green-hair hurt you? 


Sometimes with machines. Sometimes Green-hair traps 
Hulk. Green-hair is smarter than Hulk. But Hulk always 

Sometimes Green-hair fights Hulk. But Green- 
bad. Heh. Maybe Green-hair is weak. 
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r 
: mind ensured that he would not make any sudden moves or violent 
{had truly hoped | could trust him on this. 


| TIBOLDT: Samson! He’s resisting my hypnosis! 
HULK: HULK HATES PUNY BANNER! 
SAMSON: Can’t you increase the dosage? 


7 TIBOLDT: I’m not a pharmacist, Samson. I'll increase the speed of 
the hypno-wheel and see if that works. 


it didn’t. Banner’ s limbs tensed and shook. His face turned red from 
_ increased blood flow, then green. Bad news. Out of the corner of my 


_ eye, I noticed Tiboldt edge toward the door. 
ne Banner/Hulk clenched both fists. His chest muscles tensed, then 


HULK SMASH! 


<expletive deleted> 


open that door and all the Hulks in the 


nard, you 
m finding you. 


ld won’ stop me fo 


din fear and intrigue asthe sheer powes 
vo ne of the most powerful 
. nA 1 . His 


ou 


As I turned to replace the chair, I noticed what the Hulk had looked 


at to give him such a shock. It was my stack of photos, now spilled 
upon the floor, all turned face down but one in plain view, uncovered 
by the others. 

The picture in question was Photo 11: Dr. Brian Banner. Bruce 
Banner's father. 

As | pondered this, Banner, who remained in Hulk-mind, rocked 
in his chair, hands folded, and continued to mutter meek apologies 
into the space in front of him. 


HULK: Hulk be good. Hulk is sorry. Please don’t hurt Hulk 
I heard Maynard exhale loudly. It wasn’t until then that I realized 


I'd been holding my own breath 


July 12/St. Vinton’s 
4:13 aM. 


Going back over my notes to help determine the results of the 
— Frohmin test. Perhaps it’s the late hour (not to mention my 
sleep patterns), but I can’t help but take a self-centered slant 
y current train of thought. Have I been, in fact, hurting the Hulk, 
e'd implied? The diverse occasions I've tried to help him have, 

€ most part, involved abduction, submission, and a variety of 
i and technologies, both experimental and conven- 
apace wos, Oat) ea bee 
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- a persor one, and is therefore of a lower priority, Heat that | pursue 
jt after finishing my work with Bruce. 

Make a note to sy and speed up the sessions if possible, This is 
far too late to be staying up and reviewing materials, Most men would 
be begging for sleep at this point 

If consorting with Bruce’s relatively normal psyche wasn't refresh 
ing, I'd find it irritating. Whereas the Hulk doesn't know better and 
Joe Fixit takes amusement in analysis, Bruce seems to put up m tual, 
if instinctual, resistance. 


July 12/St. Vinton’s 
2:30 P.M. 


{AUDIO TRANSCRIPTION] 


arly as age five of 91%, seme 


SAMSON: Bruce, MPD can occur as ¢ 
- times earlier. It usually comes 
even at that age 


as a defense to trauma 


Well, it's no surprise that fy 


Interesting. “ sigh> 
» fut atill, Leer 


mother's death was a source of traurrie 
ard, do you think that 4 single everit like that, ever ane 


that trate 


It's often triggered by abuse. A history of abuse, 


understand, Leonard, that's » very 


a A rhe HITIMATE MULL 


in recent memory. But we don’t know how long this 
could last. And we can’t afford to wait, Frankly, i¢ 
there's any time we can do this, it'd be now. 


SAMSON: Bruce, | can’t impress upon you how important it is at 
this stage— 


BANNER: He /urt me Leonard, okay ? Is that what you wanted to 
hear? He hurt me like no one else ever will. The Abom- 
ination, the Leader, Glenn Talbot, the <expletive de- 
leted> Gremlin, that crusty old - expletive deleted> 


Ross— 


SAMSON: Bruce 


No one’s ever hurt me like Bnan Banner! He bullied 
me, beat me, Called me a monster, Leonard. I'm five 
years old and that—that animal is knocking me down 
and calling me a monster! And no, Leonard, | dont 
know how many years it lasted for, But it probably 
started from when I could first remember and ended the 
he went to jail for killing my mother 


wanted to hear, wasn't it? Is that 
out af me with your ehinsy 
want to hear that ey 
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grew increasingly fatigued and irritated, and asked to 
geasion in order to turn in early, Because of the rigorous aan 
of that day's analysis, | consented, Despite the tone of the session, a 
triumph. I've gathered the necessary information from Bruce to we 
tablish cause for MPD, Despite my coarse—though necessary—meth- 
ods, | have presented to Bruce perhaps the single most formative 
subject of his entire life's experience, and hopefully, helped him to 
understand how it may well be the source of his problems, But on top 
of it, LE have made a startling observation. This exchange provoked 
tears, raised voices, anger But nothing more. 
He didn’t change 
Possible the most intense (uncovering 
and he remained Bruce Banner 
Though it may be once again 
Tam heartened by my subject's prog 
as the anchoring persona, after all.) 


), verbal exchange of his life, 


at the cost of his pain and anguish, 
ress. (Banner may be able to serve 


uly 13/St. Vinton’s 


decided on an early-morning jog 
Came back to find Brace waiting 
asn’t an actual ses- 


up late working again, 


area instead of sleeping. 
sirhed, wishing to talk. Though this w 


to my recording the exchange. 
u're going to merge my tree personAs, 
ties? 


SAMSON: 


BANNER: 


SAMSON: 


BANNER: 


<pause> 


SAMSON: 
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Ll be the dominating personality? Or... can you guar. 
antee me that PHL be part of the personality at all? 
Bruce, anything's @ possibility at this point. Don’t— 
What if I'm not? What if Fixit or the ... Hulk is the 


only persona left? Would I die? 


Bruce, calm down. There’s no information that would 
imply that. After all, you're the root personality. I can’t 
actually give you hard facts on this— 


I don’t want hard facts! I want you to tell me whether 
or not I’m going to live through this! 


Bruce, this is not an exact science. I don’t have charts 
and graphs to show you. But if we decide to manipulate, 
merge, or remove personalities, | am convinced that your 
persona will ar least figure heavily into the ultimate re- 
sult. Now please, go back to sleep. 


n back to his room, whereupon he slept soundly until 


ed my hand on the issue. The concept of the 
i the toll it implies—weighs heavily upon 
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4a/St. Vinton’s 
probably due to his ability to share group memory, Fixit has sud- 
y taken an interest in the methods and goals | had just discussed 
with Bruce. | saw no reason to hold it back from him, particularly 
since any conversation with Fixit may draw him out further. He took 
the bulk of our time to campaign for himself as the reigning persona. 


FIXIT: So tell me, Doc. Who of the three of us is most like a 
person? What's the criteria here? Which of us has held 
down a place of residence for any length of time? Or a 
job? I'll tell you one thing, Lenny—it ain’t Banner. He's 
got a big hole in his resumé that reads, ‘‘wandered 
planet and beyond, possessed by monstrous alter ego and 
somber theme song.’’ There's only one of us who's re- 
mained in one place long enough, and you're looking at 
him. Sort’a. 


Make any friends? 


Nope. You? 
We're not talking about me. 


Awww .-- what’s wrong Doc? Afraid once I know who 
vy are I'll find tem and kill °em? Smart man. 


g t suggest a lack of conscience would indicate 
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FIXIT: What are you talkin’ about, Doc? I have my own body, 
Gray skin, built like a concrete dump . . Nobody else’g 
want a body like that. Banner tried it once or twice, he 
didn’t like it. Betty’s not too fond of it either, if you 
know what I mean. Marlo, on the other hand, . , 


<pause> 


FIXIT: Okay. Enough stand-up. Let me tell you somethin’, 
Samson. That gamma bomb gave me life. Then, for 
whatever reason, I hadda go bye-bye—for years—just 
cause’a whatever was going on in poor little Brucie’s 
head. For the last six months, I’ve just been livin’ the 
life I deserved. A real life. And I’m gonna let you pull 
the plug on me? I'll tell you one thing, Doc—I ain’t 
going so easily. 


SAMSON: I hate to break it to you, Joe, but you might not have 
much choice in the matter. Everyone from me on up to 
S.H.LE.L.D.’s tried everything else to cure the collective 
“‘you,”’ and it’s resulted in thousands of lives lost and 
billions in property damage. So now we're trying it this 
way. 


You're beginning to sound like that brown-nose Talbot. 
Y’know what he’d call it? ‘‘Losses.’’ ‘‘Hits.’’ “‘Solu- 
tions.” Y’know what he meant? Murder. Ever occur to 
ou that you don’t want to cure all of us, just wanna kill 
me and big green? You think taking us out of the 
mna bring back the dead? All those people 
icky enough to have the last thing they 

s attack ? Hulk Smash’’? 


<pause> 
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yours, by the way. You want to call it murder, I say fine, 
even coming from a loathsome beast like you. But con- 
sider it self-defense, 


Self-defense? Bull, Samson. It’s euthanasia. It’s culling. 
Don’t call it what it isn’t. You're using your power to 
lower the odds. And if there’s something I know about, 
it’s power. I remember every punch we've thrown, every 
tank we've crunched, every life I’ve taken, whether 
we've meant to or not. Think about who I've got in me, 
Doc. I’ve got a big green destruction machine with the 
brain of an Olsen twin, I’ve got the man who created 
the most powerful weapon in the world . . . and I’ve got 
little old me. Who've you got in you, Doc? 


Aw, come on...there’s not that many ‘‘gamma- 
spawned accidents’ roaming the Earth, now are there, 
Lenny? Why'd you irradiate yourself in the first place? 
Power. How’d you get to be such a noted monster doc? 
Power. You think I don’t remember why you got your- 
self all juiced up? Come on now, say it with me... 


power. 


on you, Samson. You've spent it tailing my 
when you could do whatever you want with 
; you want to love, take whatever you 


PIXIT: 


ree striate UU 


hate whoever you want to hate , . 


July 14/5t. Vinton's 


2:31 AM. 


God help me for 
1 didn't mean for 
ft started when Messner interrupte 


what has just happened this night. 
jt to happen. J just lost control. 
d my session with Fixit to cal) 


me into his office. Transcript follows. 


[AUDIO TRANSCRIPT ] 


SAMSON 


MESSNER 


SAMSON: 


MESSNER: 


Messner! What is the meaning of this? You interrupt me 
in the middle of my work, you page me by name 


Don't get so self-righteous with me, Doctor! That's 
Bruce Banner you've got in there, isn’t it? 


Messner, the identity of my patient- 


—must be preserved. Yes, | know. | assured you that 
you and your personnel would be kept secret. I didn’t 
say anything about monsters! Samson, are you so clue- 
less that you have no idea what could happen to this 
hospital if the Hulk went on a rampage? 


Doctor, | promise you, as I did before, | have everything 


complete control, All | need is a couple more days 


THE SuNSoR jonny 7 


‘That Was wanocessary, Doctor, 


“MESSNER What is unnecessary, Doctor, is the liability Lam taking 

by harboring you and your little sideshow x particularly 
wnoquitadle one, at that, However, if you and I can come 
to tefms, it needn't be 


SAMSON: I beg your pardon” 


MESSNER: I have a proposition for you 1 haven't bothered telling 
anybody about your presence here... yet, That page 
was local to your suite of rooms, However, it illustrates 
my Value to your project, don’t you think? 


SAMSON: Messner, if you think 


MESSNER: Shared risk for shared benefit. Cut me in on the credit 
or I blow the whistle 


Don’t be stupid, Samson, | can be your friend here. All 
1 ask for is a little compensation for my trouble. rm 
risking the lives of my statf, my patients, just by har- 
boring that maniac, But, I'm willing to do that for a 
the glory. 


a 
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MESSNER: If you like, we can let the authorities decide, 
Don’t be stupid. Take the deal. I'll give you unul 
ing to decide. 


(END TRANSCRIPT} 


Seven hours to decide. Felt very, very tired. Considered getting a 
bit of sleep, but decided instead on a desert jog to clear my head. I 
often find that a good cardiovascular-driven increase in my body’s 
metabolic rate, coupled with a subsequent ingestion of bulk nutrition 
(i.c., food) will often suffice in place of actual bodily rest. 

Having said that, perhaps first and foremost I felt driven by the 
urge to run. 

What follows next is terribly, terribly simple. I was so engrossed 
with my thoughts that | didn’t notice the jeep. I had stumbled across 
a platoon of soldiers on night maneuvers in the desert. The jeep 
plowed into me, costing the Army one jeep and two injured but (for- 
tunately) living soldiers. Their support helicopter swooped in, fearing 
the worst. And perhaps they'd found it: A gamma-irradiated meta- 
human, hounded by soldiers who prevented it from just being left 


ippled the ‘copter, spared the soldiers, and escaped. 
w here I am, back at the hospital, counting the hours, I have 
guarter left. Less if the soldiers find me. 


THE SAMSON JOURNALS 
nin memory, of the mistakes I've made. Or rather, the mis- 


the first time you saw Betty and Bruce, you knew they had 
: her. That's what inspired you to devise a plan to save her 
and cure him of the Hulk, so many years ago 

But was it, Samson? As soon as you got the chance, you used the 
: gamma energy siphoned from Bruce on yourself—and you 
Why. You wanted to be a super hero. A man of mind and 
scle. Doc Samson, the gamma-powered super-shrink. And what did 
ido 45 SOON as you achieved your comic-book fantasies? God help 
you made a play for Betty Ross 

"You felt like a kid with a new toy didn’t you? And you just had 
© test it out. But the test didn't work out how you planned, did it? 
you got your first lesson in super-powered humility by getting 
by her. But not before Banner re-cxpo ed himself to gamma 
out of sheer jealousy 

were weak, Samson. And it cost you the soul « 
scientist. 

nore than that, it cost the lives of soldiers 
Hell, all over the universe That's why you ve been 


‘Banner To atone for the thousands of lives destroyed 


i e. Since failings 
your mistake. Since your 
4 to a life on the run A hell that starts in 


if a good man 


and civilians all 
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FIXIT: Oh, that. 1 was just try’na make a point, Doc. Banner 
and the cabbage and me, we need to be more like you. 
You've got it together, Doc. 


SAMSON: What? 


FIXIT: Look, You've been at this stuff almost as long as us, 
only you've fought the good fight, see? You've proved 
that the gamma-rad doesn’t corrupt outright. It doesn’t 
make you evil and it doesn’t have to make your demons 
real. 


SAMSON: Doesn't it? After tonight, I'm not so sure. 


FIXIT: Oh, come on. You got some humans scared of you. They 
shot at you. You made ‘em stop. Boo hoo. Occupational 
hazard. Hell, you’re a gamma boy, like us. Between that 

q and your wardrobe I’m surprised you don’t get in 
more— 


All right, Joe, I get the point. 


First, you get me to a phone. Then I call up Siegel Gen- 
eral and we get a room. 


T’'ve never heard of a Siegel— 


© you haven’t. It’s only available to folks in my 
ion, Y’know, away from the authorities. And 

that way, if you know what I mean. 
-hour nts like me with no 

ut enough of ‘em 


ig 
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*em out yourself. I'd help, but I seem to be in the body 
of a wuss. 


GAN ASON: I’m not comfortable with this. With trusting you. 


FIXIT: Have you figured out yet that I’m smarter than I look? 
I need you, Doc. I’ve tried to ace both’a these rubes 
myself. If I’ve got pole position in this head and I can’t 
get rid of ‘em, then we need this crap solved, one way 
or another. We need you and Maynard to try something 
else—maybe try mergin’ us. We talked about it, Doc. 
You're the last chance. 


SAMSON: You... talked about it? 


FIXIT: Didn’t know about that, didja? Just me & Brucie, really. 
I still wanna prove to big green he’s got a glass jaw, but 
Banner’s been keeping us apart so far. Can we leave 
now? I’m getting the itch to pound someone and ['m 
, sick of Banner’s whining. 


‘July 14/Ben Siegel General Hospital, somewhere near Las Vegas 
11:00 A.M. 


at a hitch. We narrowly escaped the Army because we waited 
ure the backup generators kicked in. I insisted on that. 

or Joe's plan worked, rattled by the fact that T lis: 
at ee place, and truly amazed that he is in fact not 


= Res 
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So here we are, sequestered in an unknown mob hospital, preparing 
wo merge the three personalities into one whole person. A single, 


“whole, gamma-powered entity. Like me. 
Hell, he could do worse, 


ae 
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ed house on the outskirts of White Plains, New 

Sits before his computer in a specially reinforced chair 
Ort over a thousand pounds of weight. It is an effort 

type lightly enough that he doesn’t smash the keyboard 

he touches it. 

him a long time to adjust, but he manages. Barely. 

Works as a freelance consultant, putting his scientific expertise 

© for cash wired to an anonymous account set up by a friend. 

fife is presently at Richards College, where she teaches Religious 


on the lease to this house are Robert and Elizabeth 
‘but the names are as false as the impression that he is just a 
freelance consultant. 

man at the computer is, in fact, Robert Bruce Banner, one of 
experts on gamma radiation in the world—and also the 
e Hulk. 

the moment, Bruce and his wife Betty are living the lives of 
€s, taking on assumed names and trying not to draw attention 
Despite some recent public incidents, they’ ve managed 
le Plains for some time. Betty loves her job. Bruce is 


knew something was wrong when she saw 

Sean Morgan's office was closed. The head ; 
» on the theory that it made the tiny office 
for Strategic Action For Emer. 
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“Come in,’’ said Morgan’s muffled voice, in response to Jones's 
soft tap on the door. 

Jones entered the room. 

“Major, have a seat.’” Morgan indicated the guest chair. He was 
poker-faced as always, expression placid under his close-cut sandy 
hair. Only his wintry gray eyes gave away any emotions: those eyes, 
Jones knew, said, We’ve got a serious problem. 

Then she noticed the face on the viewscreen that filled one wall of 
Morgan’s office. That face was pale, with red hair cut almost identi- 
cally to Morgan’s, and wearing smoky, green-tinted glasses. This ex- 
plained why Morgan called her by the formal ‘‘Major,’’ rather than 
the more familiar ‘‘Nef”’ he used in private. 

“Major, I believe you know Henry Peter Gyrich of the NSA?” 

“We've met,’’ Jones said. Gyrich was the head of Operation: 
Wideawake, a National Security Agency project designed to control 
the so-called ‘‘mutant menace.”” Jones first met him when she was 
with S.H.LE.L.D., an organization similar to SAFE . . . although one 
with more funding. 

Gyrich nodded his head. *‘Major. As I was telling Colonel Morgan, 
we have a situation—though it sounds as if you already knew about 
part of it.”” 

Jones looked to Morgan in confusion. 

“Mr. Gyrich called in order to inform me of a possible double 
agent within SAFE.’ 

Jones’s first thought was, Oh, God, not another one, but said noth- 
aloud. SAFE had recently been infiltrated by two agents of URSA, 
xp dedicated to re-creating the old Soviet Union. The group, 

-with the gamma-irradiated creature called the Abomination, 
legitimate SAFE agents, framed the Hulk for the 
. and almost blown up the Russian embassy in 


_ 
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je actually suspected her for a couple of weeks,” Morgan said 
pr actions have been a little off-kilter, and she’s been making in- 
she shouldn't have. I wasn't completely sure, so I've been 
some false information her way, Waiting to see how it played 
However, there seems to be more to it than meets the eye.” He 
ed over to the viewscreen 

Gyrich said, **] flushed out Spilimbergo after checking the results 
‘of the psi-scanner.”” 

> Jones had a fairly good knowledge of the inventory of SAPE"s 
Helicarrier, and didn’t remember such an item on the list. ““What psi- 
scanner?" 

“It's a device that can detect unauthorized uses of telepathy,”” Gyr- 
ich explained. Jones assumed it could detect authorized uses as well 
“Thad them installed at the HQs of all U.S. intelligence organiza- 
“Without,”* Morgan added, *‘informing said organizations.” From 
else, the phrase would have come across as sour, but Morgan 
matter-of-factly 
ou know now,"’ Gyrich said in a like tone. “‘In any case, we 
d to find telepaths hiding out as spies. What we found in your 
telepathic waves travelling into the Helicarrier, Specifically, 

9. To my way of thinking, that says mind control,” 
out a breath. ‘'So Spilimbergo might not be respe 
ns?” 

theory,"” 


a 
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for debate. Never mind—we already know who the puppet master 
the Leader."* 

Wondering why he waited until Gyrich had signed off to reveal 
this, Jones asked, “Excuse me?” 

“] just got the latest computer report on Spilimbergo’s actions. 
She’s been asking the database a lot of questions about gamma- 
powered people in general and the Hulk in particular.” 

Jones blinked. ‘*So she knows where the Hulk is?’” At Morgan’s 
nod, she added, “*But she isn’t cleared for—"’ 

“No, she isn’t. I was all set to move on this when Gyrich called 
and added his little wrinkle. That’s why everything points to the 
Leader. Mind control of this sort is right up his alley, and he’s got a 
history—one might say an obsession—with gamma-types, what with 
being one himself.” 

Jones rubbed her chin thoughtfully. The Leader began life as Sam- 
uel Sterns, a perfectly ordinary manual laborer. Then he was exposed 
to gamma radiation and—like so many before and after him—was 
transformed into something morc than human. In Sterns’s case, it 


raised his intellect to super-genius levels and gave him a measure of 
telepathic abilities—including, Jones recalled, the ability to control 
the mind of anyone he touched. 

Aloud, she asked, *‘So what’re you gonna tell Gyrich? 1 assume 
you didn’t tell him about the Leader "cause you didn’t want him to 
know that we know where the Hulk is?” 

Morgan nodded. ‘If | tell him that, he’ll drag those Hulkbuster 
Mandroids out of mothballs and blow up White Plains. Vl deal with 
Jater. Right now, 1 have two concerns, ll deal with the in- 
rte you to take five of your Special Tac Squad 
the ” 


¢ a scene unless we have to. Too big a team 
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* * * 


do not believe this,"’ Betty Banner muttered as she sipped coffee 


es said nothing in reply, but merely sipped her own coffee. She 
ded to take a simple approach, leaving the rest of the team 
hind in the hovercraft—hidden behind a ridge a couple of hundred 
« from the *““Gaynor’’ house—and going alone to explain the sit- 
jon to the Banners in person. 
a Jones had been invited in and offered coffee by Mrs. Banner—a 
jean, athletic woman, with straight hair whose red hue came from 
4 bottle. She had just returned from a day of teaching, and so wore a 
purple silk blouse and black linen pants. They had gathered in 
je medium-sized living room, Jones on the couch, Mrs. Banner in a 
Jarge armchair, and Dr. Banner—all seven feet and eleven hundred 
d fifty pounds of him—standing in the corner as unobtrusively as 
size and green skin and hair would allow. As was his wont these 
Dr. Banner wore a black tank top and beige slacks; idly, Jones 
Ww sred where on Earth he shopped for clothes at his size. But then, 

he thought, anything's better than those purple pants. 

“Ts there anything you can do?’ Mrs. Banner asked. 
. “We're working on it,’ Jones said. ‘‘For now, we're concerned 

the first time since Jones a 

d about Sterns’s safety i 


” 


rrived, Dr. Banner spoke. “Td be 
f I were you. Where is he?”” 


his head. “T } 
nes than I can count, and he Keeps coming back: 
etal trauma short of me ripping his off— 
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ground: she'd been through morc m bez bife than amy tectve peome 
thould eves have to deal with. in the law year slowe she'd seven beth 
to twins who had died. been kidmapped by 2 renegade Hydre aoe 
been in the Russian embassy when m was taken over by revolemon- 
afies, and almow been charbroiled by the Super-Sirell Tha ste 
hadn't gone completely crazy was 2 testament w her strength. end 
Jones had to admire her 

“Bruce, | don’t want to leave bere.” she said with the determime- 
tion of a homesteader in an old Western who wouldn't let the evil 
cattle rustlers run her off her land 


"Betty, listen, we—’ Banner started 
“I'm tired of running, Bruce! It seems like that’s all we've done 
since we got married—hell, it’s all I've done since I met you. Bat 


I've been happy here. | like teaching at Richards, I like being here 
with you. | don’t want to lose this because of some vague threat.” 

“Sterns is never vague, hon. If he’s trying to track me down, he’s 
gonna send someone after us.” 

Before the conversation could continue, Jones's wrist unit beeped. 
She looked at it to see the LCD provide an image of Agent White, 
one-fifth of the squad she’d brought along. **Major, we have a situ- 
ation. Four bogeys heading straight for your location in some kind of 
hovercraft—and before you ask, the hovercraft doesn’t match any of 
the configurations in our database.” 

Jones had assumed as much. White wouldn't have called them bo- 
geys if they were the Avengers. ‘“What kind of bogeys?” 

; orm ‘ond that, all I can say for sure is that they aren’t 
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Dr. Banner rolled his eyes. 
Fantastic Four wannabes, th 
care of them.”’ 


“Figures. Last time I tangoed with those 
y were working for Sterns. I can take 


' “Maybe, but my orders are to back you up, Dr. Banner, and I 
intend to. Before we left the Helicarrier, I did a check on all of the 
Leader's known lackeys and stockpiled the hovercraft’s 
cordingly—including some weaponry 
Foes.”” 


arsenal ac- 
that will help against the U- 


Dr. _ then moved across the living room to the front door in 
two strides. 

No, Jones realized, they weren’t strides. A stride is a step that 
carries the entire body along. Dr. Banner moved twenty feet in two 
small, economical steps—so small, in fact, that it seemed more like 
the house moved itself seven yards to the south to accommodate the 
incredible Hulk rather than vice versa. 

“Do what you want, Major. Just stay out of my way.’” With that, 
he opened the door and walked out. 

Jones sighed with relief. Although the Hulk and SAFE had crossed 
paths thrice in the last few months, Jones was only in on one of those 

encounters. She had half-expected him to cop an attitude and make 
~ Jones’s life more difficult. 

She brought her wrist communicator up to her lips. ‘Let's move, 
ple. White, you get over here to keep an eye on Mrs, Banner.” 

over at the woman to see that she was rooting around 
She eventually produced an old Army-issue revolver. Jones 
She can take care of herself, but I'd rather she had some 
» the U-Foes try to get to Banner through her. 

4 mew, take up positions on the perimeter of the 
e the harpoon for X-Ray; Bartholomew, the 
iks, you stay in the hovercraft. Your job y 

ossible. You three wait for my signal, 
tl the local cops 
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fine until Agent White gets here, Major. You go help Bruce.”? 
held the gun with all the assurance of the Army brat she was, and her — 
face reminded Jones of the gang leaders on the streets of Los Ange- 
les—the ones who lived to the age of thirty, that is—though the effect 
when combined with her elegant work clothes was almost comical. 
Looking out the living room window, Jones saw Dr. Banner stand- 
ing on the sidewalk, looking up. The major followed his gaze to see 
a flying craft head toward the ground, carrying four odd-looking pas~ 
sengers. White hadn't been kidding about the craft's unfamiliar con- 
figuration. Nefertiti Jones worked for the LAPD, the CIA, and 
§.H.LE.L.D. before joining SAFE, and had seen all manner of flying 


vehicles. None of them matched the sleekness and elegance of the 
craft the U-Foes rode 

Dr. Banner painted a nice big green target for the U-Foes to center 
their attention on, so Jones decided to take the sneaky approach and 
go around back, not letting the U-Foes know she was there until the 
last possible second. 

As she exited through the back door and moved around the house, 
she reviewed what she knew of the U-Foes: A quartet led by a mid- 
level industrialist named Simon Utrecht, who tried to duplicate the 
accident that gave the Fantastic Four their powers. This was back 
When Bruce Banner and the savage version of the Hulk shared a 
nd-Hyde existence. Banner stumbled across Utrecht’s mission 
ol and forced the rocket to land before the cosmic radiation killed 
However, the cosmic rays had done their work well 
the four of them into super-humans. For lack of a 

themselves the U-Foes, and proceeded to have 
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*Gaynor’’ house, shaking his head, arms folded across 


"Simon, Simon, Simon—why must you keep doing this? Doesn't 
my constant beating you guys into cutlets get boring for you? I know 
_ it does for me."’ He yawned. 

Vector—the super-villain who once had been Simon Utrecht— 
Stood at the front of the foursome. He was a tall, skinny figure, wear- 
ing an ugly yellow-and-orange suit patterned with what Jones assumed 
were supposed to be a representation of molecules. 

“Do not mock us, Hulk,’ Vector warned. ‘‘We have a mission, 
and you will not stop us from performing it.”” 

“Kind of a comedown for you guys, isn’t it?’’ Dr. Banner asked. 
© 1 mean. the big-shot head of Utrecht Industries reduced to playing 
‘emrand-boy for the Leader.” 

"Enough jabberin’.”’ said Ironclad, a large man covered in a 
; substance that made him look like the Silver Surfer on 
is. ““Let’s get stompin’!"" 
| Yeah.” said X-Ray, floating in the air above his teammates. His 

= body glowed an eerie red color, but his voice sounded like that 
Benager trying desperately to sound cool. 

f, an attractive brunette, said nothing. She simply transformed 
nto a green gas. 
Dr. Banner said calmly, ‘*I was having a pleasant af- 


»when I'm cranky.” 
I emeromiaace mode, Jones saw that White 
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Jones unholstered the nine-millimeter she'd been issued 
joined the LAPD. It still came in handy every once in a 
ail his power, Simon Utrecht was still just an ordinary man in anu 
suit. She fired 

Vector staggered backward, clutching his shoulder. 

Then all hell broke loose 

Vector stumbled to the ground, still clutching his shoulder, which 
mow bled rather profusely 

Vapor and X-Ray moved toward Dr. Banner, who remained where 
he was, arms stil! folded 


Jones started toward Vector, hoping to restrain him, but Ironclad 
cut her off 

Then Banks took the hovercraft out of hiding and fired on Ironclad, 
ht Gidnt burt the brute, but it distracted him long enough for Jones to 


Whip owt ber laser pistol and fire it at the ground beneath Ironclad. 
The blast weakened the pavement enough for it to collapse under the 
U-Foe’s weight 

Banks took advantage of Ironclad’s immobile state to take a few 
@uore shots at him with the hovercraft’s weaponry. 


As soon as Vapor and X-Ray got close to him, Dr. Banner clapped 
fis ands. The displaced air sent X-Ray tumbling head over heels 

| ‘Mitoweh the air and dispersed the gas cloud Vapor had turned into. 
Ray recovered quickly. *‘Now you're dead meat, Banner. See, / 


said Dr. Banner with a smirk. ‘You'll succeed where 
dozens of super-villains—including yourself—have 
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Vapor coalesced into human to 
Gould reach him. The major ree 
“Vector,” 


HM alongside Vector before Jones 


er alled that the two of them were lovers, 
Spor said, ‘are you all right?” 


“The _ “ - 
mis , 
Gen...” Asston,”” Veotor gasped in pain, Must complete... tlk 


Jones walked up to Vapor and aimed her laser pistol at the woman's 
head. “Please, Ms. Darel, don’t move if you don't want to get hurt” 

Vapor laughed. ‘You? Hurt me? Do you know who Tam?’ As 
she spoke, she once again started to form into whatever kind of gas 
she thought might incapacitate or kill Jones 

“You're a woman who can change into any gaseous substance, 
which makes you pretty vulnerable,” Jones said calmly 

“Vulnerable?” Vapor’s voice sounded from the cloud that floated 
toward Jones. ‘Don’t make me laugh.” 

‘Didn't plan to. New!” 

At her shout, Bartholomew fired the Chem-3A at Vapor, 


Dr. Banner reached out and grabbed X-Ray’s arms. His tank top 
was in shreds. “The old tricks don’t work on me, kid, 
**B-but the Leader said—"" X-Ray stammered, ; 
Before the youngest U-Foe could finish his sentence, the Hulk—it 
impossible to think of him as “Dr, Banner’ now—whitled him 
“to ait threw him toward the ridge to the east—the same ridge 
: idden the hovereraft. 
behind which the SAFE agents had hi 
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That just left Ironclad, for the moment. Unfortunately, Banks—a 
good pilot with comparatively little field experience—had made the 
mistake of getting in too close, giving Ironclad a chance to grab the 
hovercraft. He didn’t have great leverage, crammed as he was in the hole 
in the street, but it was enough to knock the ‘craft off course and send 
it careening into the very privet hedge that Jones had initially taken 
refuge behind. 

The Hulk smiled. ‘“Why t 
trim that.” 

Jronclad clambered out of the hole 
well, now it’s your turn tbe trimmed, 
Irresistable force an’ the immov able object.”’ 


“The Leader been giving you comic books to read, eh?’” The Hulk 
‘“‘There’s something you all keep 
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hank you, Ironclad. I'd been meaning to 


and faced the Hulk “Yeah, 


greenie. Just you an’ me, now 


once again cracked his knuckles 
forgetting.” 


“Banks, come in! Russel, are you 


Jones spoke into her wrist unit. 
all right?” 

The sound of coughing issued from the tinny speakers, then 

Major, but this ‘craft is shot to hell. Morgan's gonna have to call 


- 


“Tm 


s. the Hulk swung a right hook at Ironclad, who blocked 
wide open for a left uppercut, which sent the silvery 
| to where Ironclad had skidded to a halt. 
van * the Hulk growled. He grabbed Iron- 
him op. “I'm tougher than anyone.” He 
in the same direction in which 
” 


to finish 
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and Elfman 
watched a; iati : 
with the lead Ppreciatively. Behind them, X- 
wide. wi Net, to no avail. 
winded, Jones approached the Hulk. ‘‘Finished?”’ she 
—.. deep breaths. ' 
lore or less, yeah.”’ He t Op ns 
do to Vapor?”’ € turned to Jones. **What, exactly, did you 
“You ever hear of a . 
guy named Chemistro?"’ 
The Hulk shook his head, which actually created a small 
“Fourth : y a small breeze. 
-rater from New York. Mixed it up with Power Man a few 
me then went straight. He sold the patent for his alchemy gun to 
government.” 
“Alchemy gun?’” the Hulk parrotted skeptically 
Jones shrugged. ‘That's what he called it. It can change the chem- 
ical composition of certain substances. We based the Chem-3A on it, 
and it changed Vapor from whatever gunk she turned into to... uh, 
solid gunk.” 
The Hulk nodded and scratc 
see you found something to hold F 
“4 don’t get it!” X-Ray shouted 
1 id that frequency of gamma radiation was guaran 
Ti teach!” 
= " ** replied the Hulk, ‘I'd say that the Leader was 
for fools. but that would imply that you four jackasses 
be played for anything else. Now—"" 


Me tasemugied toys imge thunderclap that came from 
: his house was on. Before Jones could react, 


= 


hed his nose. “Very scientific And I 


allout Boy over there.”’ 
“The Leader said this’d be easy! 
teed to revert 


back at her men, ‘*Stay 
¢ put the wrist unit to 
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Then she beard a plaintive cry from two of the most powerful 
‘on the planet “Betty!” 

Jones arrived at the street to see Montenegro, Banks, and two logal 
cops all holding guns © Vector’s head; Vector lying on the street with 
a big smile on his face, his cuffs in pieces on either side of hin; and 
the Hulk tearing through the massive pile of wreckage that used to be 
a modest, one-story house 

“Major, I'm sorry, I didn’t get to him in time Montenegro said 
without looking at Jones she refused to take her eye off Vector 
“White and Mrs, Banner are still in there 

Vector said in a dreamy voice, © Mission accomplished Then 


he fell unconscious 

Muttering a stream of curses she'd learned growing up on the 
streets of South Central Los Angeles, Jones followed the Hulk inte 
the wreckage 

She found him kneeling over two bodies—White sprawled over 
Mrs. Banner's A large chunk of wood protruded from White's neck 
“Betty's alive,"’ Dr. Banner said, ‘Looks like your man saved her 

**Yeah,"’ Jones said. She d had comrades die before It would hap 
pen again. She'd never get used to It At least he went down doing 

his job, she thought. but that provided little comfort 


followed was cleanup. Luckily, the restraints designed to re 
had survived the hovercraft crash and were applied 


* Montenegro asked, pointing at the rock that 


_ *<Juyst leave her as is. We'll revert her when we 


down with another ‘craft to take you back—we’ 
on the ‘carrier. aha 
A woe rumbled, “‘Is that Morgan?” 

Jones looked up to ace the Hulk approaching her. X-Ray’s barrage 
shad all but destroyed his tank top, and his pants were torn in several 
places as well. Aside from that, and his mussed-up hair, there was no 
evidence that he'd just been in a fight—no scars, no abrasions, noth- 
ing. 

Must be handy to be almost invulnerable, Jones thought. In re- 
sponse to his question, she nodded, and held up her wrist so he could 
see Morgan's image 

“Morgan, you are going to tell me that you've triangulated Sterns’s 
focation, and that you're going to give me that location, correct?” 

The colonel looked bemused. ‘‘! am, am 1?” 

“Don't get cute with me, Morgan,”’ the Hulk shot back. ‘I want 
Sterns, and | want him now.” 

Before Morgan could reply, Jones said, ‘“With all due respect, Doc- 
if you're thinking of charging into the Leader's hideout with a 
head of steam—think again. After he blew up your house, Vector 
id, ‘Mission accomplished,” J don't think the U-Foes were after you 
uetly, 1 think they were here to make you mad enough to go off 
; 9 they blew up your house and hurt your wife. Now, 
4 that you're smarter than anyone, so use those brains. 
in, you're playing right into the Leader's hands.”’ 
scowled at her, ‘‘Maybe. But I’m tired of his little head 
¢ me to go charging in—fine, I'll go charging in. The 
for him to send another bunch of 
the colonel’s image on the 
is so 1 can go pound him.” 


" look at 
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event that you are elected president of the United States, I will con- 
sider your word to be my command. Since that hasn’t happened yet, 
understand this: your wife is alive right now because of the sacrifice 
of one of my agents. If you imagine that I'm just going to sit on my 
hands and play doctor for Mrs. Banner while you go and storm the 
Leader's den alone—"” Morgan paused to take a breath. “Well, then 
you have a very vivid imagination.” 

Dr. Banner stared at Morgan’s image for several seconds. Then he 
said in a tight voice. “Do you know where he is?” 

Morgan tumed to address Jones. *“The psionic waves that con- 
trolled Agent Spilimbergo emanated from an abandoned limestone 
mine just outside a small Pennsylvania town called East Brady. There 
aie, however, two problems. One is that the waves have stopped. The 
other is that we’ ve had to arrest Spilimbergo—she dug into a file she 
shouldn't have and set off several alarms. I'd say the Leader knows 
we're on to him now—assuming he hasn’t always known from the 
get-go, which | strongly suspect.”” 

“You have a latitude and longitude on this town?”’ the Hulk asked. 

Morgan stared for a moment, then consulted something on his desk. 
#It’s on the Allegheny River: 40.59° north by 79.36° west. The lime- 
stone mine itself is on the other side of the river from the town, about 

two miles down—"" he peered closer at the desk ‘‘—Route 68. We'll 

meet you there.”’ 

don’t get in my way.’’ Dr. Banner stepped back and leapt 
He was out of sight within three seconds. 

then noticed that Montenegro had been standing behind Dr. 


a 


a field mission hime Me™ 


re busy, Ballard’, still j 
in the 
RN Aick Wageduer afer Oe Ta 


sks.’ Morgan’s face disappeared. 
poked up to see another hovercraf 
' t approaching. ** 
s| get Mrs. Banner prepped for transport.” —a 
enegro nodded and went off to carry out her orders. Jon 
je es 


i 
j 


SAFE eat. Once is si in the copilot’s seat of the 

, oe ee they would reach the 

Leader's apparent base in minutes. But they couldn’t leave until Col- 

onel Morgan arrived. 

Hayes looked forward to this mission, and not just because he en- 

, joyed going out in the field. Sean Morgan's policy of taking the *‘sci- 

ence types”’ into the field rather than confining them to the laboratory 

“If they can’t survive in the real world, they don’t belong in this line 

‘of work,’” he had said) was the primary reason Hayes left his job as 
FBI lab tech to join SAFE. 

t he particularly wanted this field 


Good luck, Doctor, sh ink you’ 
Good e thought. / think you're gonna need it. 


assignment because of the 


ves had met Bruce Banner in college when he was an undergrad 
er was working on his doctorate. He had one of the most 
1g rT inds Hayes had ever encountered—and also one of the most 
nces. The pudgy undergrad could sympa 
continued to after that mind was forced to share 


Jy articulate savage 
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if with a Charles Atlas phy. 


af weakling of a science geek to find himse 
| _ Banner had achieved that dream, 
Morgan finally arrived and took the pilot seat, He said nothing as 
he went through the checklist, then guided the ‘oraft out of SAVR's 
Helicarrier. 

Hayes looked do 
cifically to the display from the GammaT 
he said to Morgan, ‘I’m afraid Dr. Banner's going to beat us there 
by a few minutes.” 

Morgan nodded. 

They flew over a rather pleasant, almost pastoral 
broken by the occasional road, house, or creck 
according to the map, 
and Morgan 


wn at the bank of equipment in front of him, spe 
rac on the monitor, ‘'Sir,’’ 


area, Miles of 


greenery and hills, 
One road stood out—Pennsylvania Route 68, 
which ran mostly parallel to a creek and a railroad track 
piloted the craft over that, landing in front of what was once probably 
a thriving limestone mine. As they landed, Hayes saw the two deep 
vaguely foot-shaped indentations in the ground that marked the Hulk’s 
arrival. 

Then Hayes heard the scream. 

“Let’s go,’’ Morgan said. He led the charge, followed by five 
agents. Two held back, as did Hayes. 
The screams grew louder. 
Hayes followed the two agents in slowly, making sure he remained 
between and behind them. He consulted his handheld GammaTrac, 
i only one blip. If the Leader was here, he was long gone—or 
ed out a way to hide the unique radiation signature that he 

h all gamma-irradiated creatures from the scanner. With the 

was as likely as the other. 
- fire joined the screams. Hayes heard Morgan 


ying to pull the spikes out so his 

‘ ree a. — _ it had to hurt. Luckily, 

the SAFE agents, just ordi +t ere, 
. nary bullets. 

s are only meant for the Hulk, Hayes realized. But why? 

only slow him down for a few minutes. At best they'd 

" ike him angry—and that’s pretty stupid. I mean, the angrier he 

th stronger he gets, everyone knows that. So why would some- 

smart as the Leader do that? 

@ pulled out the last spike, the Hulk let loose with a primal 

that chilled Hayes to the bone. Little evidence of the brilliant 

tif mind that Hayes had met at Cal State years ago could be 

1. Indeed, he gave a snarl worthy of the old savage Hulk. 

, Sterns, I'll kill you! You hear?! You'll die! Hulk will 

sh Big Head!"’ 

fain, Hayes was chilled. He’s not supposed to talk like that any- 


healing ability could 


er he saw something he didn’t expect: the Hulk started to shrink 
e color. Muscles seemed to collapse, bones reshaped them- 
lightened and paled. 

‘ing didn’t stop, though. ‘Hulk will smash!” 

ds, the unassuming physical presence of Bruce é 
of the room, legs awash in the remains of the Hulk's 
it the cries of, ‘‘Hulk smash!’ continued to emanate 


Banner 


» stock of the rest of his surroundings, and 
others had taken care of the robots 1 


eally angry,” Hayes said, “Maybe it's a side effect.” 
“Of this new merged personality of his. Maybe it’s the price he 
~ pays for having access to Banner's intellect while in the Hulk's—"' 
“Hulk smash puny humans!” a small voice cried at the top of ity 
meager lungs. Banner disentangled himself from the Hulk's oversized 
pants and leapt on Morgan, trying to punch the colonel in the chest, 
and not making much headway against the kevlar, 

Morgan grabbed Banner by the wrists and tossed him at the two 
agents who had been sticking with Hayes. ‘You two take care of him, 
Make sure he doesn’t hurt himself. Hayes, check out this equipment. 
Let’s see what we've got here.” 

“Not much from what I’ve been able to see, sir,” Hayes said, 
moving to another terminal. He typed a few keys, pressed a few but- 
tons, but nothing happened. ‘‘As far as I can tell, everything in this 
place has been wiped clean.’ He looked around the room, and some- 
thing caught his eye. ‘Hello! This is interesting.’’ He went over to a 
mechanism with a small podium-like terminal attached to a one-inch- 
high circular platform. One had to stand on the platform to operate 
the terminal. 

**Geez,”’ one of the agents said, ‘‘looks like something outta Star 
Trek.” 

**You’re not that far off,’’ Hayes said. “I’m pretty sure this is a 
teleporter of some kind.” 

Morgan asked, ‘‘Can you tell who used it last?”’ 

__ Hayes shook his head. **No. It’s been wiped, just like everything 
e."’ He put his hand to the side of the terminal. ‘‘It’s still warm, 
th. Whoever did use it last used it pretty recently. Probably set 
, software as soon as he left.’’ 


“slayes. check out the rest of this: facility. L semously doubt 
ac left anything behind, but let's make sure a3 
‘The pudgy agent nodded, but couldn't stop startin iS ak s of 
inarticulate rage that stood before him. The misanthropic aa pr 
the incredible Hulk trapped inside a ninety-nine-pound weakling. & 
was the worst of all possible worlds. 
Shuddering. Hayes got to work. 


Sean Morgan looked up from Nefertiti Jones's report oa the ight 
against the U-Foes when the Hulk walked in, back to his usual sever 
foot, green-skinned self. At first, Morgan saw no evidence that this 
same man had been a raving, diminutive scientist only am hour before. 

Then he saw the Hulk’s green eyes. Morgan knew that look. He'd 
seen it twenty years ago in the murror following the first time be gee 
shot after joining the Army and he tuly became aware of his owe 
mortality. He saw it again twenty minutes ago in Joan White's eyes 

‘when he told her that her husband w ouldn’t be coming home. 
“You're looking much better than the last time I saw you. What 


“Fine. How's Mrs. Banner?” 
said she had a mild concussion and some COMO 
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hard an admission that had to be 
small nod in acknowledgement. 

», and T ean't trust the 
di 1 go, we ean't have 


‘Morgan Biinked. He knew how 
for Banner to make, and he gave a 
“Bat 1 don’t trust the people you report 
who work under you When Betty an i 
anyone following Us. and no GammaTrac spying on US, 
“Funny angele the GammaTrac,” Morgan said, “it's devel 
oped a nasty bug. Keeps gtving false readings We'll probably have 


to scrap it.” 
The Hulk frowned. 

“About three seconds ago.” 

A small smile play ed on the Hulk's lips 

The intercom on Mot gan’s desk beeped. 
of Nef Jones. 

“Yes?” 

“Agent Spilimbergo has asked to speak to you and Dr, Banner, 
Colonel. She said it was important, but that she'd only speak to you 
two. 

“Maybe she has a message trom Sterns,’ 

Morgan shrugged. “All right, we'll be right down.” 

‘The trip to the detention wing of the Helicarrier didn’t take long. 

‘ia Spilimbergo—an athletic, olive-skinned woman with curly dark 

spped short—sat forlornly in one of the six cells, Upon the 

0) ‘emt and the Hulk, she rose and approached the bars, 
st.’” she said in a small voice, ‘*I have a message.” 

glazed over, and she spoke with another, male voice, 

nel Morgan, Dr. Banner.”’ 

. “Sterns.” 

nuel Sterns was a lowly manual laborer, 1 am 

should appreciate the distinction, In any 
to be so foolish as to try to find me. 

on ‘enough—when my plan 


“When did this happen?” 


“Colonel?’’ said the voice 


* the Hulk said, 


: Within asserted intelligence 
the one 1 placed in $.H oe 
Taapieting LLL. turned up a 
physical iwnoecw 
‘ the savage Hulk's mental pro 
pen You get too angry.” 
an tensed. The Leader must have seen this through Spitin 
go's eyes. since he said, “Don't worry, Colonel that mole has 
: Jong since been terminated. And unlike you, the hierarchy there never 
got onto hirn. I commend you for that, by the way 
“Jn any event,”” the Leader's voice continued through Spilim 
bergo’s lips. “| found this new wrinkle fascinating, so 1 set events 
into motion using young Ms, Spilimbergo here to test your mettle 
SAFE was kind enough to provide a roadmap for you to find my 
Pennsylvania lair, allowing me to see this ‘savage Banner’ up close 
{t was most instructive.”’ 
Morgan shook his head. They had swept the limestone mine thor 
oughly and found no evidence of surveillance devices Yet the Leader 
still managed to see everything that happened there 
 *Instructive?”’ the Hulk said. ‘That's all you can call it?” 
bn’t insult either of us by being surprised, Doctor. After all, we 
Of science, both of us, One must gather data, And the data | 
: will prove tremendously useful. As 4 bonus, 1 was able to 
Utrecht and his imbecilic playmates. They were 
nce, and I can assure you, Colonel Morgan, that I 
ing any silly attempts to break them out, as they say 
yes returned to normal. 


the Hulk ripped the door off the cell 
"s prone form, checking for a pulse. 
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NER came Baek ( the ‘oarrier as soon as you disembark, and the 
Wig plan will wipe iielf as soon as it gets back here.” 

Goad!” Mrs, Banner said 

Morgan approached the lo “Pm sorry things tuned out this 

“ 

Aad Pan sorry about your Wwe agents,”’ Mrs, Banner said, 

PA they fad a cause of death for Spilimbergo?"* the Hulk asked 

Morgan nodded, “A blood vessel in her brain burst, She died in 
stantly,”* 

The Halk shook his head 

Jones said, “You realize that by cutting 
won't be able to help you, Y 
here on,” 

The Hulk actually laughed at that 


yourself off like this, we 
ou'll be completely on your own from 


“So, what else is new?” 


rt. gh! SHOR HKTAY AE Stine 
Rees drat offen Urene dave, Town ait and wateh it for hours, be 


conga Wr Vaistes ant ar kivons falls upon tie, is ail enibedded 
aa way ent 
My ave & Hirwoe Banner | am over two hundred years old, | 
® ook 
Awl 1 should be dying very soon 
I want to God in heaven, | want to 
But Ae won't let mo, He never feels cold... or love... of anything 


exoe anger 


Banner... puny Banner... still fect him, rattling around in 
“Hiwlk’s head. Was out for a while... doing stupid puny human 


Why won't Banner leave Hulk alone? Why does Banner still 

Y With Hulk, no matter what? Doesn't Banner know that Hulk 
Ss him... more than anyone? 

me than Leader. More than Juggernaut, Hulk 


little floating thing. Hulk would smash it if 


ich it, 
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uld have taken months to produce more, 


Fat Man and Little Boy. It wo' 
w—the Japanese could have 


months during which—for all we kno 
mounted a counteroffensive. 

But instead the Japanese saw t 
their opponents and surrendered. T 
thing that had been unleashed, and hoped that it would never again 
see the light of day. One might argue that their surrender was hon- 
orable, 

There is no honor left in the world. 

There is no world, 

I haven't travelled the entire world, you understand, Just my part 
of it. Enough to satisfy me. I’ve travelled the length and breadth of 
the United States. Explored the entire North American continent, up 
into Canada, down into Mexico and South America. 

I've seen the leveled mountains, the destroyed monuments. The 
rivers of blood long dried, the ashes scattered away to the winds. The 
Rain Forest wilted and dying, the... 

They're coming. 

I can always tell. The ground trembles beneath their feet as they 

_ approach, moving in a mass like a black, undulating carpet. 
And he’s not coming. 
T want to die. 
fight to live out of old habit. 
‘is white and brittle, my skin blistered and chapped, most 
are gone. I tremble a good deal these days. Might be 
. just be nerves. I still have a pronounced limp from 
: healed properly. There are still traces of ra- 
at never bothers me particularly. My molecular 
man form, is just a sponge for it now. Has 
ly may be heir to the other frailties of 


he terrible might at the disposal of 
hey knew, I suspect, the horrible 
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he does not emerge immediately. Instead he 
me, enjoying my discomfiture, revelling in 
he wants to hear me beg, Perhaps he sees me, 
fighting to save a life that I no longer desire to keep, 
u him, for amusement is hard to turn up these days, 

is open and flat ahead of me, as it is in most places, The 
is nearly as brittle as I am, flat and dry and inhospitable to 
Ss any sort of life. 1 would have died long ago of starvation, were 
‘it not for his ability to ingest virtually anything and turn it into pure 
energy. Not since the shark has there been such a perfect engine of 
survival. 

1 am the weak piston in that engine 

Nonetheless, I start to run. I don’t glance back, because | know the 
black wave is coming. The Vidbot floats behind me, leisurely, taking 
‘it all in. If 1 survive, then I'll be interested to watch the outcome, If 
-__,.. $9 much the better. 
I hear something, which 1s unusual since typically there’s only 
mbling of the ground beneath me. 
t's a sound, like a rustling of plastic wings clicking against hollow 


. 


back, and I see them coming, but they're not just 
hing. They're flying. The bastards are flying. 

ve come upon him while he was asleep. He never 
»; he wouldn't dare, He couldn't keep an eye on 
he’s awake; only when he’s awake, And when 
wi ‘he’s asleep, the battle is short and brutal and 


‘re converging on me, and it's not as 


“ed 
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be there. The pain won't penetrate for some time, providing I'm alive 
jong enough to feel it, Which I likely won't 

Get up! My mind screams, and it’s not my voice doing so, but his, 
The ground is rumbling faster and faster beneath me, and | try to drag 
myself forward on my aged arms. 

The bugs. They're coming 

They always said that the only thing which would likely be around 
after it all came to an end would be the cockroaches, From an evo- 
lutionary standpoint, they were the ideal survivors 

Well, they've continued to evolve. And they haven't gotten more 
pleasant 

My breath is ragged in my chest, and I can hear them. I don’t know 
whether it’s in my imagination or whether they're really making some 
sort of swarming noise, like locusts and chittering, and, oh God, 
they've almost caught up with me, they're coming, and. . 

_.. and I can feel the change. He’s coming, and I’m going to live. 


Bugs everywhere... bugs attacking Hulk...want to hurt 
Hulk. People all gone and still Hulk is not left alone! 

Hulk tries to leap ... tries to escape... but the bugs fly now. 
Bugs ail over Hulk, driving Hulk down. Hulk pushes them off, 
‘crushes them. Hulk’s fingers are thick with crushed bugs. But 

crushes ten and a hundred more come. 

y rip at Hulk’s skin. Hulk is strongest one there is... but 
; of bugs... everywhere... 

have killed puny Banner ... they’re trying to kill 
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J remember centuries ago. when that supertanier spulled oil all ower 
The coast of Alaska. And there were pictures of _ of amimuis . 
poor, helpless animals, covered with oil. I felt so sorry for the unfor- 
tunate beasts. 

‘That's what the Hulk looks like in the playback, excepe that the ofl 
Slick ts alive. The bugs are all over him, pulling at him picking af 
jim, devouring him. | watch him roar and how! and shout tunes in 
almost inarticulate fury, watch as he’s consumed by them. Given any 
Single foe, or even any group of foes, and the Hulk was always able 
to triumph. But trying to beat back a bug attack is like trying to fight 
the surf. It crashes over you, heedless of your best efforts. For all the 

good it does you to battle it, you might as well not try at all 

Credit the Hulk. He does try 

But he disappears beneath them anyway 

He fights, he squirms, he howls. And eventually, the bugs grow 
tired, or sated, or bored. Whatever. Just as they always do. They move 
Off, move past him, and | see him lying there, barely recognizable as 
anything remotely humanoid. They've stripped away his skin, eaten 
away at his musculature, gotten partway into his circulatory system. 
iS Near as I can tell, one of his kidneys has been eaten away, and 
ly a yard or so of his lower intestine. Both eyes are gone, and 
as well... I can tell because he’s not saying any words at 
merely grunting unintelligibly. 

like a bad one. It’s going to take him a while to recover, 
itch the entire process because, really, | have nothing 

ck the time elapse. I still have enough scientific cu- 


a 
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‘He glances upward and sees the Vidbot. He snarls something that 
1 can't quite make out and then he leaps for it, just as he has done so 
many times in the past. But the device is elegant in its simplicity, 
capable of detecting any motion coming its way and keeping a dis 
tance of ten feet between itself and harm. Solar powered, it would 
take nothing less than the destruction of the entire world to put an 
end to the Vidbot 

And for all I know, even the globe's destruction might not be 
enough to finish the Hulk 


Hulk hates stupid floating globe, Hulk hates puny Banner. Hulk 
hates stupid bugs, and Hulk hates how much it hurts when Hulk's 
body regrows. 

Hulk hates world. 

But... at least Hulk’s enemies are gone. Stupid men. Stupid 
women. Always trying to hurt Hulk. And stupid boy, Rick, is gone. 
And Betty. Betty is gone. Her father, the shouting man, is gone. 

' All gone. All all gone. 
And Hulk is still here. 
Hulk had last laugh. And Hulk will keep laughing. Because 


is strongest one there is. 


a cliff today. 

h. A small precipice. Should have been enough. 

snow what possessed me to try and throw myself off it. It 
of time. I should have known. | should have known he'd 


u warning him. Not think about it, just do it 
f off the cliff. Should have done the job- 
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cao kilt Huh, He thinks he can get away. Hulk will never let him 
va Hulk will go on forever. 
Strongest one there is. 


[ saw a woman today. 

She was naked, clothed in flowing brown hair. She stood at the far 
end of a plateau, and | stumbled towards her. Every step I took to 
wards her, her beauty seemed to grow and blossom and become more 
pure, more luscious, like an overripe fruit begging to be devoured. 
Pure, green grass was blooming beneath her feet, and the horizon was 
no longer green, but becoming instead the purest blue. My decrepit 
state, my appearance, none of it seemed to bother her. She wanted 
¥ me. She needed me. And as | got closer and closer, I felt younger, 
. qnore buoyant, more alive, and then | was upon her Heat built within 
} me and she sighed and moaned and said softly into my ear, We will 
ao repopulate the world. We will be Adam and Eve. No... we'll be 
And then my daydream slipped away. The woman, gone, the green 
grass, gone, the blue sky all vanishing into the twilight mist of un- 


SS 


the heat is still here. I feel it. The heat... in my chest. . . 
|, constricting, like a vise. 
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Why did Hulk let him stay? 
Hulk must crash him. .. like bug... must. ... 


The pain has been constant for the last two days, and now it's 
growing. Perhaps the Hulk's body can go on forever... but this one 
can't. 

The grip of fire across my chest, and I've realized it. . . it all makes 
sense now. . .. 

At the dawn of time .. . Prometheus, the legendary titan, brought 
fire to humanity. And the gods were so angry at him that they chained 
him to a barren place and left him there for the carrion eaters to 
devour. And he would writhe in agony as they ate his innards. . . 

Banner... thinking too much...puny Banner... must stop 

... and they would always grow back. His body would heal itself, 

good as new, so that the process could begin all over again. 

And the Hulk... the Hulk was... is... the living symbol of the 
"atomic age. The atomic-age Frankenstein, they called him. The atomic- 
age Jekyll and Hyde. The gamma-spawned monster. The atomic age, 
‘which brought fire and a terrible, terrible knowledge to humankind. A 
dwledge for which the final, terrible price was . . . oblivion. 

Vhen the Hulk first strode the earth... God in heaven... there 
giants in those days. Hercules, and Giant-Man, and Captain 
and the Fantastic Four, and Spider-Man, and all of them, on 
e than mortal... they were, each in their way, titans. 
ike the X-Men, even owed their existence on a genetic 


puny talking. Stop making chest 
's plan? Yes... Banner is trying 
time. But Hulk will stop 
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i because there are some crimes that are simply so 
so beyond forgiveness, that punishment must continue to be 
exacted. That's what hell is for, after all. 

Hell on earth. 

. The Hulk has been given the mantel of Prometheus. The living 
symbol of nuclear fire is to be devoured, over and over again, but 
always able to rise up and be consumed once more. 

The last Titan. 

And my body is failing. And if he lets me go... it'll be over. . 
the suffering will finally be over... my body can fail, but his can’t, 
and if... . 

Banner . . . trying to trick Hulk . .. will change. . . . 

I'm on... the brink, I believe ... yes... it’s... it’s so perfect... 


to be 


I can see them across the veil... the fire in my chest is building, 
building, like a lover... can’t move . . . they’re there . . . Betty, Rick, 
Marlo... my God, Jarella, you're there .. . all of you... Hulk... let 
it go.... 
Hulk will come out now... Hulk will stop it.... 
Hulk...don’t...please...I’m almost there... you can come 
with me... it will be wonderful . . . all your friends will be there, and 
fe will be peace .. . please... . 
doesn’t want friends. 
.... God in heaven, listen to me.... 
doesn’t want friends, because friends will hurt him. 
him. Everyone hurts Hulk. 
e...it’s...chest...can’t think... Hulk... don’t 
et it happen! Hulk doesn’t want friends! Hulk 
with anybody, because Hulk JUST WANTS 
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Not ever. 

Because ... then... then everyone who kept trying to kill Hulk 
... will win. And Hulk can’t ever let them win, Even though they 
are gone... Hulk must still win. Hulk must never lose. 

Hulk will even find way to beat bugs some day. 

And Hulk ... Hulk doesn’t miss Banner at all. Hulk is... Hulk 
is happy to be alone. Yes. Hulk is. Hulk is... happy. Hulk never 
needed Banner. Never needed any of them. Because if Hulk 
needed someone... then Hulk would be weak. And Hulk must... 
must never be weak. Never. 

Because Hulk is... 

Hulk is strongest one there is... 

... Hulk is... 

Hulk is... only one... there is.... 

Only one... there...is... 

Hulk feels. . . 

.. cold. 
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